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Being a social media influencer is the new 
dream job. The creator economy—a subsec-
tor of the online marketplace valued at more 

than USD 250 billion dollars—is reconfiguring cul-
ture, commerce and the career economy. Millions of 
people work as full-time content creators or influ-
encers, and countless more aspire to join them in 
this entrepreneurial Promised Land. The allure of 
a social media–born career has intensified in the 
wake of the global pandemic as workers clamor for 
greater levels of autonomy, flexibility and self-ful-

fillment. A 2024 survey published by influencer 
marketing agency IZEA suggested that even older 
adults up to 60 are eager to join the influencer 
ranks. 

The world behind the screens can be less 
glamorous 

Despite the seductive promises of freedom, flexi-
bility and creative autonomy, influencer careers 
are beset with challenges and risks. Over the last 
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The promises and perils of an influencer career
F I G U R E  1
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decade, while I have been researching the labor 
required to “make it” in the social media economy, 
influencers have informed me of some of the 
oft-overlooked perils of their careers, from eco-
nomic instability and algorithmic bias to antago-
nistic expressions normalized as “part of the job.” 
Figure 1 contrasts the public image of influencer 
life with often overlooked aspects in two randomly 
arranged word clouds.

Economic precarity and platform dependency
While independence is a much-vaunted career 
ideal, influencers’ status as “independent contrac-
tors” means they lack many of the safeguards 
associated with formal employment: a stable 
income, paid leave, benefits, training and worker 
protection. Financial instability is rife, with influ-
encers’ incomes fluctuating wildly based on unan-
ticipated platform changes or marketplace trends. 
Survey data from LinkTree suggests that the 
majority of influencers earn less than USD 60,000 
per year, with women and people of color consis-
tently paid less than their counterparts. Influenc-
ers are also what Thomas Poell, David Nieborg and 
I refer to as “platform-dependent laborers,” mean-
ing they are bound up with the infrastructures and 
governance systems of social media companies. 
Platforms’ enigmatic algorithmic systems inject a 
high level of instability into influencers’ daily lives, 
and participants report angst about what one 
interviewee described as the “algorithmic mon-
sters that [we’re] fighting.” 

The pressure of maintaining engagement and 
authenticity
The influencer economy is driven by quantifiable 
indices of visibility, such as likes, views, shares and 
follower counts. Influencers are expected to adhere 
to what scholar Emily Hund and I describe as “the 
visibility mandate,” wherein participants are com-

pelled to embrace risk by “putting themselves out 
there.” Crucially, some participants attributed 
metric growth spurts to their growing willingness 
to broadcast more intimate, even traumatic, ele-
ments of their lives. One participant publicly shared 
their struggles with sudden unemployment, while 
another described how she openly shared her 
childhood experience of losing her mother. The lat-
ter influencer credited the disclosure with helping 
her “connect” with other young women while not-
ing that it also helped her garner more traction. But 
while social media audiences seemingly gravitate 
towards projections of “authenticity,” “relatabil-
ity” and “intimacy,” the line between visibility and 
personal vulnerability is especially tenuous. 

Online harassment and identity-based hate
The felt obligation to “put yourself out there” 
amounts to incessant scrutiny and public surveil-
lance. Participants in my research, moreover, 
reported incivility, hate and harassment, with 
women, people of color and LGBTQ+ individuals 
especially vulnerable to these harms. Others 
reported networked harassment, such as when 
antagonists would coordinate “hate raids” target-
ing minoritized streamers. Women in male-domi-
nated spaces, such as sports and gaming, reported 
higher levels of sexism and hostility. Those in our 
research shared experiences of trolling, bullying, 
stalking and death threats. The emotional toll of 
dealing with such harassment, especially without 
substantial support from an employer, can be 
immense. What’s more, the fear of critical blow-
back can force creators to engage in self-censor-
ship to ward off potential criticism. 

„

The majority of influencers 
earn less than USD 60,000  

per year, with women  
and people of color 

consistently paid less than 
their counterparts. 

“
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Inadequate support from platforms 
Platform ecosystems reward attention and profit 
from user engagement, but participants report 
that these companies do little to mitigate the 
harms associated with such publicity. Given a wide-
spread understanding that algorithms prioritize 
high-engagement content, it’s perhaps not sur-
prising that some participants believed that plat-
forms incentivize controversial or provocative 
posts. Hateful comments are equally regarded as a 
signal of good engagement and a sign that an 
influencer has “made it,” as my collaborators note 
in a study on “influencer vulnerability.”

While algorithms work very well in fueling what 
one participant described as “outrage machines,” 
influencers report that platform-provided tools, 
such as reporting or comment moderation fea-
tures, are rarely adequate. The lack of robust 
anti-harassment measures or direct support from 
platforms leaves influencers and creators feeling 
exposed and unsupported. Career-related norms, 
moreover, encourage influencers to exhibit resil-
ience in the face of public criticism and backlash. 
The lack of understanding of what it feels like to 
“put yourself out there” discourages influencers 
from voicing emotional strain. At the same time, 
the emotional laboring demands can be grueling, 
with several interview participants discussing 
career-related burnout.

Strategies of influencers to reduce 
vulnerability

The harms of incivility, hate and harassment that 
circulate on platforms amount to what other 
researchers describe as an “occupational hazard.” 
To mitigate risks, creators rely upon a combination 
of both proactive strategies that serve as a bul-
wark against future negativity and reactive strat-
egies applied post-hoc, often in response to past 
negative expressions.

Proactive measures
To safeguard their online presence, some partici-
pants in my research with Anuli Ononye and Megan 
Sawey relied on the protective features provided 
by platforms. Participants described their experi-
ences with content filtering tools, such as the “hide 
inappropriate content” feature on Instagram, 
which enables them to automatically block abusive 
or harmful language. However, while a few study 
participants expressed gratitude toward tools that 
enabled them to filter out certain words, others 
experienced limited success, as seemingly neutral 
phrases can also be used offensively. One of our 
interviewees illustrated this with the term “you 
think”: “No one says ‘you think,’ in a positive way. 
It’s always, ‘You think you’re so hot; you think 
you’re so smart.’” In other words, systems designed 
to mitigate harassment are scarcely fail-proof. 

Further, some influencers carefully avoid raising 
controversial or politically charged topics to limit 
the risk of backlash. But failure to take a stand on 
controversial issues can trigger just as much hate 
as referring to them can. 

Building a trusted team of moderators can help 
manage interactions, as they can monitor com-

ments and swiftly address malicious activity. Some 
creators also find it beneficial to engage “sensitiv-
ity readers,” who review content for cultural or 
contextual pitfalls before publication.

Reactive measures
In addition to using anticipatory measures to miti-
gate risk, reactive measures are deployed to mini-
mize harm in instances of harassment. While some 
influencers try to avoid reading hateful comments, 
others rely upon platform-provided response 
mechanisms, including flagging and/or reporting 
systems. However, few of our interviewees found 
the options provided by platforms wholly effective. 
In the case of blocking, harassers would, as one par-
ticipant noted, “just come back and make a new 
account a few minutes later.”

The responsibility of platforms and brands

As platforms and brands depend on and monetize 
influencer relationships, they must assume the 
responsibility of protecting creators from these 
career-related risks and harms. Platforms play a 
crucial role in creating a safer environment, but 
brands can also help reduce the potential emo-
tional and social toll of negative interactions. Fig-
ure 2 summarizes what these actors could do.

What platforms can do
Platforms could adjust algorithms that prioritize 
harmful engagement or incentivize negative inter-
actions. They could enhance their harassment 
detection systems by using advanced AI to identify 
and sanction abuse, hate speech and threats more 
effectively. Further, improved reporting mecha-
nisms could be established, allowing influencers to 
report incidents quickly and receive timely assis-

„

Platforms could enhance 
their harassment 

detection systems,  
using advanced AI  

to identify and sanction 
abuse, hate speech  

and threats  
more effectively.

“
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tance. Platforms could consider providing protec-
tion mechanisms and resources reserved for con-
tent creators. These systems should react faster 
than the general support channels when adverse 
dynamics get out of control. Moreover, enforcing 
community standards through consistent and 
transparent penalties for violators could discour-
age harmful behaviors. 

What brands can do 
Brands could be aware that influencers’ social 
media environment can be highly toxic and that 
women, people of color and LGBTQ+ influencers 
face an even higher risk of harassment. Contractual 
terms should include nonengagement clauses, 
allowing influencers to distance themselves from 
harmful interactions or controversies without 
fearing contract termination. Brand managers 
could further prioritize working with platforms 
that actively combat harassment and genuinely 
work on ensuring a supportive environment for 
their influencer campaigns.

An influencer career may offer unparalleled 
opportunities for creative self-expression and 

workplace independence, but the personal toll of 
such a visible career can be profound. As influenc-
ers are transforming various spheres of social life, 
from health and the environment to news and pol-
itics, the promises—and the perils—of the career 
deserve further attention. 
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PLATFORMS BRAND PARTNERS

•	 Adjust systems to prevent incentivizing 
negative interactions. 

•	 Enhance harassment detection systems 
using advanced AI. 

•	 Deploy more robust sanctions for abuse, 
hate speech and threats. 

•	 Improve reporting mechanisms for  
influencers. 

•	 Invest in resources and systems that 
provide timely support for influencers, 
particularly during periods of heightened 
scrutiny or harassment. 

•	 Enforce community standards through 
consistent and transparent penalties for 
violators. 

•	 Provide more guidance and assistance for 
influencers in the pre-publishing phase.

•	 Acknowledge influencers’ vulnerabilities. 

•	 Select influencers carefully and not only 
based on typical quantitative success 
metrics. 

•	 Prioritize platforms that actively combat 
harassment. 

•	 Allow contractual terms that include  
nonengagement clauses in cases  
of extensive denigration. 

•	 Consider new strategies for fostering 
positive, supportive brand–influencer 
relationships.

How platforms and brand partners can reduce influencer vulnerability
F I G U R E  2

Midjourney AI , prompt GCO
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