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of authentic influencing?
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Influencer marketing is a business strategy that can be seen widely across the 
fashion industry. With more and more brands adopting it as they realise its 
value. Different influencers can be utilised to reach various niche markets and 
engage with potential new customers for brands. However, with the competitive 
nature of the industry and companies fighting to stay relevant, what could be 
the next step for influencer marketing? New technological advancements could 
aid their search for suitable influencers, or a potential new sub- section in the 
world of influencers is the concept of computer- generated images of humans. 
Is the use of these CGI influencers  taking influencer marketing too far? People 
raise the ethical issues of using these CGIs questioning their authenticity and 
whether they are deceitful, but is this really any different to many human 
influencers we see every day?



Celebrity endorsements 
are something that brands 
have used for years but 
social media influencers 
are rising in popularity.  
In today’s social media 
orientated society, you no 
longer need be a traditional 
celebrity to have a large 
following. Anyone has 
the opportunity to build a 
following, with platforms 
such as Instagram and 
YouTube birthing a new 
generation of influential 
people. 

A popular platform is 
Instagram, “with 300 
million monthly users, 
almost half of which are 
aged between 16 & 24,” 
which “makes up a huge 
consumer audience.” 
(Markerly, 2017:online) 
This can make Instagram a 

very valuable tool for many 
brands to communicate with 
their target market. During 
my survey of 16- 30 year 
olds I found that 67% of 
those asked answered ‘yes’ 
when asked if a post from 
an Instagram influencer 
has ever led to them buying 
a product.  As well as 
this, 75% of those asked 
“What makes you want 
to follow an influencer?” 
chose “their opinions and 
recommendations” as 
one of their choices. This 
shows that what these 
influencers post can impact 
the shopping choices of 
their audience. (Markerly, 
2017)

THE RIGHT INFLUENCER

There are different levels of influencer dependant 
on their follower count. When describing a 
celebrity with followers in the hundreds of 
thousands to millions, you would label them 
a ‘macro Influencer’, an example being Kim 
Kardashian. Then there are the less well- known 
‘micro Influencers’, micro Influencers are regular 
people, who have gained popularity on social 
media, they tend to have followers in the tens 
of thousands. For example, fashion and lifestyle 
blogger Mika Francis.

Most luxury brands tend to use macro influencers, 
this is due to their high visibility and luxury affinity, 
also using only primary celebrities retains the 
exclusivity of the brand. (Foley, 2018)

However, follower count is irrelevant if they 
“hear it but don’t listen.” (Foley, 2018:online) 
A post could be seen by millions, but what is 
really important is how users then engage with 
it. 

Research by Markerly in 2016 found that “Bigger 
isn’t always better” (Markerly, 2016:online) 
when it comes to influencer marketing. After 
analysing more than 800,000 Instagram users 

the key finding was that “as an influencer’s 
follower total rises, the rate of engagement 
(like and comments) with followers decreases.” 
They also summarise that the influencers with a 
follower range of between 10k- 100k provides 
the best ratio of engagement with audience 
size. Brands are catching on to this, realising 
that these micro influences with their higher 
percentage of engagement provide better 
results. (Markerly, 2016)

I N F L U E N C E R 
M A R K E T I N G

‘Influencer Marketing’ as 
a business strategy can 
be defined as an act of 
promotion that utilises 
people who have the 
capacity to reach others 
and have an effect on the 
character of a brand. If done 
right influencer marketing 
can result in incredible 
success and growth for 
brands, with some brands 
using it almost exclusively 
to promote themselves and 
their products. (Huffpost, 
2016)

“10k- 100k provides the best ratio of engagement 
with audience size.”

Has a recommendation or endorsement from an 
influencer or celebrity, ever led to you buying a product?

@mikafrancis

Figure 1: Primary research with 16- 30 year olds 

@kimkardashian



The Next Step

One interesting development in the world of 
influencer marketing is the concept of ‘Computer- 
generated Image’ or ‘CGI’ influencers. These 
are computer- generated images that are then 
posted onto Instagram, along with captions 
speaking as if they are a real human being. The 
buzz around CGIs started when a Los Angeles 
based start-up called Brud created a CGI 
called ‘Lil Miquela’. The content of the account 
consisted of computer-generated images of a 
young woman simply living life, posting selfies, 

pictures with friends and showing an interest 
in fashion; tagging clothing brands in relation 
to her outfits. She has posted images of her 
wearing brands such as Balenciaga, Coach and 
Proenza Schouler.  She even supports social 
causes like Black Lives Matter and Transgender 
rights. (Morency, 2018)  It would seem that 
she was just an ordinary girl, however there 
was something out of the ordinary about her 
appearance.

Micro Influencers have 
the ability to reach niche 
markets, and can be utilised 
as a strategy to reach that 
audience. The choice of 
influencer used by a brand 
is key, they have to be 
appropriate for their brand, 
and the content the brand is 
wanting to post has to fit into 
the influencers feed and be 
something that would interest 
their followers. (Salim, 2018)

In order to optimise  the 
success of influencer 
marketing, brands must pin 
point the audience they are 
wanting to reach and use 
influencers whose audience 
fits with this. To make sure 
you are speaking to the 
right group, they can review 
the demographic data and 
have an “understanding 
who their audience is 

in terms of gender, age 
range, geographic locations 
and interest.” (Salim, 
2018:online)

There are a lot of factors 
in the selection of suitable 
influencers, this has led to 
advancements in technology 
to aid this search. For 
example, Renault have 
been testing an AI social 
listening tool, the purpose of 
this is to identify influencers 
that appeal to their target 
consumers. This technology 
is helping them to single 
out smaller, better quality 
influencers and appeal to 
niche audiences. (Stewart, 
2018) 

This strategy definitely hasn’t peaked yet, we should expect 
to see more use of micro influencers, as well new technological 
developments having an impact.

When conducting a survey on 16- 30 year olds I found that 67% of those asked said that they 
would trust an influencer with a smaller following (a micro influencer) over a celebrity with a larger 
following (a macro influencer). This suggests that consumers have less faith in these big celebrities 
and find smaller influencers more trustworthy. Authenticity encourages more engagement and 
will ultimately lead to more sales. Success of influencer marketing can be measured through 
“engagement, brand sentiment, traffic to their website and sales.” (Markerly, 2017:online)

Whose opinion do you trust more in terms of brand/ 
product endorsements?

@mikafrancis
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Figure 2: Primary research with 16- 30 year olds



When showing a selection of 
people between 16- 30 years 
of age an image of Lil Miquela 
one participant compared her 
to “a Sim”, this is in reference to 
the computer game ‘The Sims’. 
To begin with the team behind 
her creation remained silent and 
didn’t comment on the nature of 
her existence. This led to people 
questioning whether she was a real 
person who edited her pictures to 
this extreme or whether she wasn’t 
real at all. It was only in April of 
2018 that she confessed that “I 
am not a human being”, “I am a 
robot” finally confirming people’s 
curiosities.  Her profile has gained 
popularity and now has 1.5 million 
followers on Instagram giving her 
large visibility. (Yurieff, 2018) 

Her clear interest in fashion and large Instagram following led to her catching the eye of a number 
of brands even the likes of Prada. The luxury brand used her to promote their Fall 18 show. The 
CGI featured on their Instagram stories along with animated GIFs, she also gave a tour of the 
show space. (Bezamat, 2018) Even more recently she has been involved in an advertisement 
for UGG, their reasoning for using a CGI such as Lil Miquela is that she represents an “Entire 
generation that is revisiting identity, reality and storytelling.” (Bezamat, 2018:online) Brands are 
using her to retain and attract the attention of this generation of consumers and to stay relevant, 
in a crowded market.

“represents an entire 
generation that is revisiting 

identity, reality and 
storytelling”

@lilmiquela

@lilmiquela

@lilmiquela

@prada

Tyler Haney, who is the CEO of Outdoor voices, 
a brand who have used Lil Miquela for a recent 
campaign, voiced his opinion saying, “We are 
constantly thinking about ways we can use tech 
to create a more interesting, engaged customer 
experience,” and that he enjoys “finding cool 
and interesting ways to bring products to life.” 
(Yurieff, 2018:online) This is also showing that 
brands are on the cutting edge of technology. 
(Yurieff, 2018)

@lilmiquela



Shuda has been described as “the 
world’s first digital supermodel.” 
(Yurieff, 2018:online) The image of her 
wearing lipstick by Fenty Beauty went 
viral, demonstrating people’s fascination 
with these images. 

 “the world’s first digital supermodel” 

In recent months she featured in a Balmain 
campaign, with Wilson even creating 
two new CGIs to model alongside her. 
(Cadogan, 2018) We are being warned to 
“watch this space” (Cadogan, 2018:online) 
as more and more of these virtual beings 
are created, showing the growth in their 
popularity as brands fight to be relevant 
with Generation Z and engage consumers 
with new creative and original campaigns. 

In conclusion, influencer marketing can be a valuable tool for brands to promote themselves and 
their products. Correct choice of influencer is an integral part of the success of the strategy and 
we will continue to see brands using new advancements in technology to enhance the customer 
experience. Like all aspects of the fashion industry, influencer marketing is constantly changing 
and progressing to retain the interest of consumers. A concept such as CGIs promoting brands 
shows innovation and could be a significant part of the future of influencer marketing. When 
questioning the authenticity of brand endorsements by these CGIs it is important to remember 
that these are the same issues often had with regular influencers, and that brands must strive to 
be as transparent and honest with consumers as possible. However, by using these CGIs, are 
what brands really saying is that they don’t care about the opinions of influencers as long as that 
their products are being seen, therefore discrediting the authenticity of influencer marketing. 

Lil Miquela isn’t the only of 
her kind, she is now part of 
a group of “fake” virtual 
influencers created by Brud.

Though, one CGI named 
Shuda was a creation of a 
fashion Photographer called 
Cameron- James Wilson. 

  ETHICAL ISSUES

Yet, with these attractions there 
are also draw backs such 
as people questioning how 
they can promote products 
that they can’t try, this was 
also a common theme in the 
qualitative data I collected in 
my survey. People commented 
that they “wouldn’t trust” 
recommendations from CGIs 
and that they “aren’t reliable” 
and “would struggle to value 
their recommendations due to 
the fact it is not a real human 
displaying their thoughts 
and proof of using the actual 
product”. This being said, a 
similar theme of lack of trust 
came up frequently in my 
qualitative data for Instagram 
influencers. People seem to 
lack trust in the authenticity of 

the endorsements made by 
influencers. Especially when 
the post is sponsored, as this 
leads people to believe that 
they don’t genuinely believe 
in the product but rather are 
just collecting a pay cheque. 
This implies that issues people 
have with CGI influencers 
are also relevant with regular 
influencers. 

Ethical issues involving regular 
influencers are that they 
may endorse products that 
they don’t actually use and 
consumers have no way of 
knowing the truth. Causality 
cannot be confirmed in 
most cases. For example, 
influencers promoting ‘lip 
plumpers’ when they already 
have cosmetic lip fillers, skin 
care routines but not disclosing 
that they have previously have 
Laser treatments or Botox, 
also, the use of Photoshop to 
edit their photos before they 
post, altering their natural 
appearance. Not all people 
viewing these posts will be 
aware of this, so it is deceitful 
and potentially harmful 
to impressionable, young 
audiences. This questions 

whether these CGIs are 
anymore deceitful than a lot of 
influencers out there, at least 
with CGIs we know they aren’t 
real or an obtainable goal. 
(Yurieff, 2018)

In terms of the fashion industry, 
the CGIs may not actually be 
physically wearing the clothes, 
but they are still displaying them 
in the same way a mannequin 
would, so there is no reason 
that they are less capable of 
promoting these products than 
human influencers.

Although, does this means that 
they should belong in the same 
category as mannequins, 
rather than alongside 
influencers? Should a virtual 
being with no real opinions 
of its own take a stance on 
social issues and voice these 
constucted opinions, or does 
all of this not matter to brands 
“as long as they have the same 
influence on their followers as 
that of a ‘real’ influencer”? 
(Morency, 2018:online) If so 
this discredits the authenticity 
of influencer marketing as a 
business strategy.

@lilmiquela

@shudu.gram

@Balmain
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