
Abstract

Social media influencers have complex advertising functions as content creators and managers of
their social media channels. The present research investigates the interaction processes between marketers
and social media influencers during the advertising campaign’s development within the principal-agent
theory’s theoretical framework. This study contributes to the research on managing strategic influencer
communication by extending existing knowledge with insights from influencers’ perspectives. Our
method consisted of in-depth interviews with seventeen social media influencers from a European coun-
try, which were thematically analyzed. Respondents evaluated marketers’ simple, bureaucratic, and con-
servative control through long-term relationships with brands and influencers’perspectives of the relevance
of influencer-brad fit. Results unveiled influencers’ efforts to maintain creative autonomy, foster posi-
tive audience reception, and align with the brand’s overarching advertising objectives.

Keywords: principal-agent theory; qualitative research; social media influencers; strategic commu-
nication

1. Introduction

Influencer marketing witnessed a surge in popularity, particularly among young demo-
graphics who prefer authentic content (Lee et al., 2022). The past decade has not only trans-
formed the modes of communication employed by media channels but has also redefined the
nature and modalities of viewer interaction with the content they consume (Ye et al., 2021).
Social media influencers are enabled by platforms to create and share content and engage
with their followers, providing avenues for creative individuals or those with a voice to es-
tablish themselves and cultivate audiences (Holiday et al., 2023). Influencers embedded in
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several advertising functions, such as brand endorsers and social media managers, make them
complex actors in the advertising landscape (Campbell & Farrell, 2020), while creativity has
always been a crucial element in the development of an influencer (Brooks et al., 2021). Fur-
thermore, social media influencers aim to enlarge their community of followers and mone-
tize their celebrity status (Campbell & Grimm, 2019). 

Borchers (2023) argues that influencer marketing campaigns differ from traditional adver-
tising in the level of control marketers have over campaign development and outcomes. Mar-
keters follow the so-called letting go paradigm at a declarative level by giving influencers
creative freedom (Hoos, 2019). However, previous literature (Wellman et al., 2020) high-
lighted some limitations to this approach, particularly regarding the control that brands main-
tain over influencers. This creates tension between marketers, who aim to retain control over
campaign development and implementation, and influencers, who seek to preserve their cre-
ative freedom in content creation and posting (McMullan et al., 2022). While previous research
has largely focused on the marketers’ perspective, there is a limited understanding of influ-
encers’ viewpoints on their professional relationships (Borchers, 2023).

This study contributes to the research on managing strategic influencer communication
(e.g., Childers et al., 2019; Borchers & Enke, 2021; McMullan et al., 2022) by extending ex-
isting knowledge with insights from influencers’ perspectives. It specifically examines the in-
teraction processes between marketers and social media influencers within the theoretical
framework of agency theory (Bergen et al., 1992). The study aims to explore influencers’
viewpoints on balancing creative autonomy with the need to effectively communicate the
brand message as  marketers require. Thus, this research seeks to advance the literature on
developing influencer advertising campaigns by investigating the relationships among differ-
ent advertising actors.

2. Theoretical Framework

A clear understanding of the objectives and underlying rationales of all actors involved is
essential for analyzing the collaborative dynamics between influencers and marketers. Orga-
nizing influencer communication requires balancing formal contractual agreements with more
flexible arrangements. In practice, literature often distinguishes between influencer market-
ing and influencer relations as two distinct approaches that require careful consideration in
collaborations between marketers and influencers (Borchers & Enke, 2021). While influencer
marketing focuses on short-term, campaign-based partnerships aimed at achieving immedi-
ate, measurable outcomes through isolated collaborations, influencer relations emphasize
building long-term, ongoing relationships that foster trust, authenticity, and sustained engage-
ment (Young, 2016). Both approaches are essential and must be managed thoughtfully to en-
sure successful and balanced influencer-marketer collaborations.

2.1. The Agency Theory 

In influencer marketing campaigns, influencers are expected to perform activities on be-
half of marketers or brands. The agency theory effectively explains this relationship (Bergen
et al., 1992), where influencers act as agents serving the interests of their clients—namely,
marketers and brands—while still considering their own interests. The theory encompasses
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key elements such as performance monitoring and evaluation, incentive structures, contrac-
tual agreements, agency selection, and governance of agents.

The principal-agent framework (Rees, 1985a; 1985b) further illustrates how influencers,
acting on behalf of marketers, can create information asymmetries in their relationship. To ad-
dress the risks posed by these asymmetries, marketers often seek strategies to exert control
over influencers (Borchers, 2023). While delegating decision-making authority to the agent can
increase efficiency for the principal, it also introduces risks due to the principal’s incomplete
knowledge of the agent’s behavior, which the agent might leverage for personal gain. 

An agency relationship arises whenever one party (the principal) relies on another party
(the agent) to perform actions on their behalf. This framework applies to employment rela-
tionships, where the hiring firm or a manager acting on behalf of the owners is the principal,
and the employee is the agent (Bergen et al., 1992). Similarly, in the case of hiring an influ-
encer, the same norm holds true, with the marketer or brand serving as the principal and the
influencer as the agent acting in the brand’s interest to achieve desired outcomes. 

A similar problematic is explored by Stoldt et al. (2019), who introduce the concept of struc-
tured flexibility to describe how intermediaries facilitate relationships between brands and in-
fluencers. While their study focuses on the travel and tourism industry, their findings align
with the principal-agent perspective, illustrating how formalized yet adaptable agreements
help balance brand control with influencer autonomy. Their work highlights ongoing tensions
in influencer labor and governance, which are also relevant to the present study.

Building on this, Shen et al. (2024) examine the role of contractual structures in influ-
encer marketing, further demonstrating how contract design impacts influencer behavior.
Their study finds that participation-based contracts are more effective for high-quality prod-
ucts, while sales-based contracts work better for low-quality ones. However, for moderately
rated products, neither contract yields optimal outcomes, highlighting inefficiencies in influ-
encer marketing. These findings reinforce the principal-agent perspective, emphasizing the
role of incentive structures in mitigating agency problems and aligning influencer actions
with brand objectives.

Extending these discussions into the political domain, Borchers (2025) explores how po-
litical communicators perceive collaborations with influencers. While influencers are seen as
valuable for informing, interacting with, and mobilizing voters, challenges arise in adapting
influencer marketing strategies to political campaigns, particularly regarding message com-
plexity and expectations that influencers should work for free. These insights further illus-
trate the broader implications of influencer governance and contract negotiations,
demonstrating that influencer marketing extends beyond commercial contexts into political
communication, where similar tensions between structure, autonomy, and agency emerge.

2.2. Marketers

The agency problem arises from several challenges that stem from imbalances in infor-
mation between the principal and the agent, which can manifest throughout different stages
of their relationship–during the selection process, after signing the contract, and throughout
the collaboration (Bernhold & Wiesweg, 2022). Initially, before any contract is signed, the
principal often has limited knowledge about the agent’s true capabilities, intentions, or over-
all suitability for the task. The principal might choose an agent who is not the best fit for the
role and who may not deliver optimal results. In the first stage of the collaboration, selecting
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the right influencers is crucial. Studies based on interviews with industry professionals iden-
tify a wide range of selection criteria, including the fit between influencers and brands or
marketed products, influencers’ popularity, self-branding, reliability, audience composition,
content tonality, and pricing for paid collaborations (Childers et al., 2019). Carefully select-
ing influencers based on these criteria can enhance the effectiveness of influencer campaigns
(Lim et al., 2017).

Once the contract is signed and the working relationship begins, new challenges emerge.
The principal may struggle to effectively observe or monitor the agent’s efforts and behav-
ior. This inability opens the door for opportunistic behavior, where the agent may act in their
own self-interest rather than in the best interest of the principal. There is limited information
available about the specifics of the cooperation process between marketers and influencers
(Borchers & Enke, 2021). According to Childers et al. (2019), legal departments of advertis-
ing agencies typically manage disclosure issues with influencers. However, a key challenge
reported by marketers is the difficulty in measuring the outcomes of influencer collabora-
tions (Uzunoglu & Misci Kip, 2014). While some studies suggest that metrics such as im-
pressions, reach, and engagement in the form of comments, likes, and shares are crucial for
evaluating influencer performance (Childers et al., 2019), other important key performance
indicators include brand awareness, sales, and traffic (Borchers & Enke, 2021). To better
align evaluation methods, it is crucial to consider which steps influencers themselves deem
most relevant.

Furthermore, over the course of the relationship, the agent’s true motivations and priori-
ties may only become apparent after a significant period has passed. Initially, the principal
may believe that the agent is aligned with their goals, but as the relationship progresses, the
agent’s actions might reveal conflicting interests. In such cases, the principal may find it dif-
ficult, if not impossible, to influence or change the agent’s behavior, especially when there is
a high degree of dependency. This is particularly problematic when the principal relies heav-
ily on the agent’s specific skills, expertise, or access to resources, which limits the principal’s
ability to exert control (Picot et al., 1999).

These dynamics create a complex set of risks in principal-agent relationships, where in-
formation asymmetries and power imbalances can lead to undesired outcomes. To address these
risks, marketers often feel the need to implement various forms of control to align the agent’s
behavior with their goals. Examining how influencers perceive these controls offers valuable
insights into this relationship.

2.3. Strategies for Control in Marketer Practices

Research generally indicates that communication managers should avoid controlling in-
fluencers’ behavior, as attempts to impose control may undermine the authenticity of influ-
encers and, in turn, reduce the effectiveness of the campaign (e.g., Childers et al., 2019; Leung
et al., 2022; McMullan et al., 2022). However, Borchers (2023) contests this perspective by
presenting various control mechanisms that communication managers have developed to reg-
ulate influencer behavior despite the prevailing paradigm advocating for reduced control.
These techniques can be classified into three major categories: simple, bureaucratic, and con-
certive control. Simple control encompasses predetermined scripts that outline expected in-
fluencer behavior, the management of interaction, particularly in the comment section, and
the use of approval processes. Technical control is applied through mechanisms such as nudg-
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ing, where influencers are invited to participate in events and can choose from a preselected
range of products to endorse. Bureaucratic control pertains to formal agreements, such as
contracts and briefings. Lastly, concertive control includes feedback, the cultivation of long-
term relationships, influencer selection, and ongoing performance evaluation. 

McMullan et al. (2022) identified three pivotal considerations that marketers must effec-
tively balance and manage within their relationships with influencers: control, timeframe,
and value tension. Control tension pertains to the level of influence wielded by brand man-
agers. It underscores the significance of entrusting influencers to create authentic content that
resonates with their audience on the chosen platform. Effective influencer marketing results
are often achieved when brands demonstrate trust in influencers’ expertise, allowing them
creative freedom (Haenlein et al., 2020; McMullan et al., 2022). Marketers should recognize
that influencer marketing differs from traditional advertising. Unlike ads, where marketers dic-
tate design and placement, influencer partnerships leverage the influencer’s authority and cre-
ativity, leading to more authentic social media engagement (Campbell & Farrell, 2020;
Haenlein et al., 2020). Firms should embrace the creativity and engagement of influencers
rather than controlling every aspect of the content they produce (Uzunoglu & Misci Kip,
2014; Lin et al., 2018)

Timeframe tension highlights the importance of fostering long-term relationships between
brands and influencers, emphasizing mutual respect and investment in long-term performance
metrics (McMullan et al., 2022). Influencer marketing involves a personal element that dif-
fers from traditional business-to-business transactions, such as ad purchases. It requires en-
gagement with individuals who have significant social media followings (Campbell & Farrell,
2020). Companies should approach influencers similarly to other key stakeholders, engaging
meaningfully and valuing their input (McMullan et al., 2022).

Finally, value tension underlines the critical factors in selecting influencers to promote a
brand, emphasizing the importance of alignment between the influencer’s social media per-
sona and the brand’s products and services. This consideration goes beyond mere follower
count, highlighting the need for a genuine fit between the influencer and the brand’s objec-
tives and audiences (McMullan et al., 2022). It is also crucial to understand the underlying
motivations of each social media influencer, as not all are willing to create content solely in
exchange for payment (Pang et al., 2016).

2.4. Social Media Influencers as Strategic Communicators

Social media influencers can be viewed as actors who have built extensive and meaning-
ful connections with organizational stakeholders. Through their content creation, distribu-
tion, interaction, and personal presence on social media, they wield significant influence over
these stakeholders, making them valuable intermediaries in brand communication strategies
(Enke & Borchers, 2019). Influencers have emerged as significant stakeholders in strategic
communication. Depending on the specific objectives, influencers can fulfill various roles
for organizations, and their range of services in strategic communication often appear broad-
er compared to those offered by traditional service providers (Borchers & Enke, 2021).

In the dynamic landscape of influencer marketing, influencers function as agents who
bridge the gap between marketers or brands and consumers. Just as customers rely on sup-
pliers to provide accurate product information and deliver the desired benefits (Bergen et al.,
1992), consumers depend on influencers to offer trustworthy insights about products and serv-
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ices. This relationship highlights that agency issues, such as trust and information asymme-
try, extend beyond traditional business relationships and are also relevant in influencer-brand
interactions. Campbell and Farrell (2020) identify five categories of social media influencers,
which are not solely determined by follower count but also by factors such as authenticity,
accessibility, expertise, and cultural capital. These categories include nano-influencers (few-
er than 10,000 followers), micro-influencers (10,000–100,000 followers), macro-influencers
(100,000–1 million followers), mega-influencers (more than 1 million followers), and celebri-
ty influencers, gained fame through channels outside of social media.

Regardless of their audience sizes, influencers can determine followers to adopt specific
behaviors toward brands. Creativity is at the center of influencers’ activity beyond advertis-
ing. Marketers and brands can benefit from influencer creativity (Leung et al., 2022). Influ-
encers need to enjoy creative freedom and not have their finished deliverables fully controlled
by the brand. Imagine the creative brief of the campaigns requires too many details from the
influencer, such as location or wardrobe information, requesting the influencer to film with
a particular camera, but they use specific tools – e.g., a slight change in the tone of voice –
to ensure that the content fits the brand persona. In that case, the influencer will lose their au-
tonomy, so the influencer’s public will perceive the content as inauthentic (McMullan et al.,
2022). However, making the influencer brief less detailed is one of the hardest things for
many brands because they do not want the influencers to shift the focus from their product
or service to something else or to communicate incomplete campaign information (Borchers,
2023). This lack of control over the influencer content diminishes the brand’s power. This
leaves the influencer responsible to determine the success of the campaign, keeping their con-
tent more personal while endorsing the brand in an authentic way and not creating an adver-
tisement of the brand with their face on it.

Audience perceptions of credibility and trustworthiness are central to shaping their behav-
iors in influencer marketing (Breves et al., 2019). When an influencer is perceived as credi-
ble, audiences are more likely to form favorable attitudes toward the influencer (Liljander et
al., 2015), their sponsored content (Lou & Yuan, 2018), and the brands they promote (Munnuk-
ka et al., 2016; Lou & Yuan, 2019). This enhances engagement with content and boosts pur-
chase intentions (Sokolova & Kefi, 2019; Weismueller et al., 2020). Therefore, audience trust
in the influencer is a key driver of the success of influencer marketing strategies, highlight-
ing the essential role of credibility in fostering positive audience behaviors (Eisend & Tar-
rahi, 2016). Research (Childers et al., 2019) shows that marketers also acknowledge the value
of influencers who adopt a unique approach, as this helps them establish trust and credibili-
ty with both their current and potential audiences.

The perceived authenticity of influencers and brands significantly impacts the audience’s
further perceptions and behaviors. When influencers are seen as genuine, they develop stronger
connections with their audiences, which in turn enhances audience attitudes toward the pro-
moted brand and increases their likelihood of making a purchase (Ki et al., 2020). Authen-
ticity has become a key factor in evaluating influencers and brands, and shape trust and loyalty
(Moulard et al., 2021). Consumers, drawn to authenticity in their daily lives, are more like-
ly to engage with influencers they perceive as genuine, fostering brand loyalty and purchase
intention (Leigh et al., 2006; Tran & Strutton, 2014). Marketers understand that influencers
who authentically demonstrate real-life usage of products or services enhance the credibili-
ty of the brand’s message (Childers et al., 2019).
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In instances where the influencer lacks authenticity, and the brand’s influence appears to
overshadow the creator’s autonomy, the overall impact may not be favorable (Audrezet et
al., 2020). This case is possible when the brand exerts greater control over the content. Hence,
we asked the following research question:

RQ. How do social media influencers perceive their dynamic with marketers in balanc-
ing creative freedom and responding to marketers’ control strategies?

3. Methodology

Given that our study aims to explore the dynamics of the relationship between social me-
dia influencers and brands, we applied in-depth interviews with N=17 social media influ-
encers from (COUNTRY ANNONYMISED FOR REVIEW). In-depth interviews serve as a
valuable methodological approach for eliciting individual perspectives. This qualitative method
effectively prompts individuals to articulate personal feelings, opinions, and experiences,
thereby facilitating an in-depth exploration of their subjective viewpoints (Tuchman, 2002).
Moreover, similar methodological approaches were used to research social media influencers
(e.g., Borchers, 2003; Djafarova & Rushworth, 2017; Lou, 2022; Lou et al., 2023).

We developed an interview guide using a deductive approach. Following a step-by-step
process, we formulated the interview questions for the main part of the interviews based on
the concepts embedded in the research question. Initially, we reached out to more than 30 so-
cial media influencers with different communities of followers, according to Campbell and
Farrell’s (2020) classification. Theoretical saturation was reached. Seventeen influencers re-
sponded to our request, and we interviewed them. All influencers we addressed (aged 27 to
39) are active on Instagram, and some of them concurrently engaged on more than one plat-
form, including YouTube, TikTok, or personal blogs. We interviewed twelve female and three
male influencers. Most participants within our sample were not affiliated with an influencer
marketing agency. However, each has amassed collaborative experience with various brands
executing diverse social media campaigns. The interviews with influencers lasted between 45
minutes and one hour. We transcribed and analyzed the interviews using thematic analysis
(Creswell, 2009). We followed a deductive approach based on the codes driven by the theo-
retical framework. Table 1 shows the structure of our sample.
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Table 1. The structure of the sample

First, we formulated interview questions grounded in principal-agent theory and control
theory to explore influencers’ perspectives on control strategies (McMullan et al., 2022;
Boerchers, 2023). Using a structured interview approach, we deductively examined types of
control described in control theory: simple, bureaucratic, and concertive. Our thematic analy-
sis addressed approval processes as a form of simple control, formal contractual agreements
as bureaucratic control, and long-term relationships between influencers and marketers as
concertive control, weaving these topics into a cohesive exploration of control strategies. We
also investigated influencer-audience relationships through the lens of principal-agent theo-
ry, emphasizing their importance in influencer marketing. While engagement metrics are typ-
ically shared with brands, we aimed to uncover the less visible, qualitative dimensions of
these relationships that often remain inaccessible to marketers.

After a training session with coauthors, one author conducted all interviews online, ad-
hering to a structured interview guide and asking follow-up questions when necessary. Inter-
views were conducted in the native language of the authors and respondents, were
audio-recorded, and transcribed verbatim by the trained author. The same author performed
line-by-line coding of transcripts, attributing responses to themes drawn from principal-agent
and control theories. Finally, the coder and principal researchers collaboratively reviewed the
coded attributions, resolved inconsistencies, and reached a consensus on how the identified
themes align with theoretical frameworks to address the research question.
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ID Field Influencer Type
Experience with Influencer

Marketing (Years)
Age

(Years)
Gender

ID_1 Lifestyle micro-influencer 4 years 32 F

ID_2 Family micro-influencer 4 years 32 F

ID_3 Lifestyle micro-influencer 7 years 28 F

ID_4 Health micro-influencer 12 years 33 F

ID_5 Lifestyle micro-influencer 14 years 39 F

ID_6 Lifestyle micro-influencer 2 years 34 F

ID_7 Lifestyle micro-influencer 5 years 27 F

ID_8 Beauty and lifestyle micro-influencer 4 years 22 F

ID_9 Lifestyle micro-influencer 3 years 22 F

ID_10 Food macro influencer 4 years 22 F

ID_11 Beauty micro-influencer 4 years 24 F

ID_12 Books micro-influencer 3 years 26 F

ID_13 Photography micro-influencer 4 years 28 M

ID_14 Fitness macro influencer 4 years 30 M

ID_15 Beauty micro-influencer 4 years 32 F

ID_16 Beauty Macro-influencer 10 years 33 F

ID_17 Lifestyle Micro-influencer 8 years 30 F
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4. Findings

4.1. The Framework of the Collaboration with Influencers

The collaborations between influencers and brands are characterized by significant vari-
ability in fee negotiation, deliverables, and overall campaign structure. While some influ-
encers actively negotiate fees and propose deliverables, others leave these aspects to the
brand’s discretion. The details of each collaboration vary considerably, reflecting diverse
strategies and preferences. These nuanced differences contribute to the dynamic nature of in-
fluencer-brand collaborations in digital marketing. However, fees remain a sensitive aspect
of the marketer-influencer relationship that is not transparent to the public. Regarding fees,
one of the influencers pointed out:

When a brand contacts me for a paid collaboration, I usually ask them what their budget would be
for my deliverables. I like to do this so that I avoid proposing a fee that can be smaller than brand’s
budget. (ID_4).

When influencers work with marketing agencies, the agency’s role in facilitating and ne-
gotiating is highlighted. However, many of our respondents work directly with marketers and
brands rather than with influencer agencies. Most influencer campaigns adopt a structured ap-
proach, with brands providing influencers detailed briefs outlining essential brand informa-
tion, product details, tone of voice, and specific campaign requirements. However, the level
of detail in these briefs varies significantly between brands and campaigns, reflecting the dy-
namic nature of influencer collaborations. On this note, one of the respondents argued:

I have received many types of briefs during my collaborations with brands. Some of them were large
documents with multiple details, others were a short paragraph in the email. I like to work with a
brief that is somewhere in between. (ID_6).

4.2. Simple Control

During our discussions, we explored how brands balance providing influencers with cre-
ative freedom while maintaining control through campaign briefs. When asked about the ex-
tent of creative freedom afforded by brands, most influencers acknowledged experiencing a
degree of autonomy. Scholars framed the approval process of influencer-brand collaboration
as a simple control strategy (Borchers, 2023).The control process results in control tensions.
Respondents highlighted a range of approaches brands take to accommodate influencers’ cre-
ative expression. Influencers choose whether to work with a brand or not in the process of
developing the campaign. Some refuse to participate in campaigns because they do not feel
they can collaborate transparently. In influencer campaigns, it is common for brands to re-
quest to preview content before it is published. This allows brands to suggest modifications
if needed. While some contracts explicitly address this practice, not all do. In our interviews,
influencers shared their perspectives on brands’ requests to preview content and the feasibil-
ity of adjusting as requested. While some respondents mentioned feeling restricted if asked
to make some adjustments to the content, other respondents argued that the level of freedom
varies depending on the brand and campaign dynamics:

Responses to the query demonstrate a range of influencers’ perspectives regarding shar-
ing content with brands before posting. Most influencers are open to this practice, as one of
the respondents stressed: 
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I think it is fair play to show the content to brands prior to posting; it is a matter of fairness and trans-
parency for the three parties involved: the brand – the influencer – the consumer (ID_1). 

However, there are notable nuances in their viewpoints. Some influencers are willing to
modify content upon brand request but emphasize the importance of limiting such alterations.
The influencers believe that required modifications must be reasonable and within common
sense and should not conflict with an authentic presentation of themselves and the brands.
However, there are cases when influencers also ask the brand for approval when it is not re-
quested to make sure that their content aligns with the brand’s perspective before posting it.

Contractual terms also play a significant role, with some influencers willing to share con-
tent for approval if explicitly stated in the agreement. Additionally, influencers may discour-
age content pre-approval in situations where time constraints are tight or when engaged in
barter agreements involving inexpensive products. According to previous literature (Borchers,
2023), formal contracts are part of bureaucratic control, and therefore, we addressed this top-
ic in the following subsection. 

4.3. Bureaucratic Control 

Influencers expressed a wide range of opinions when discussing the ideal level of detail
of formal agreements, including campaign briefs aiming to balance brand expectations with
creative freedom. They believed briefs should provide conceptual ideas rather than strict
guidelines to allow for artistic expression. This freedom of expression varies for many rea-
sons, depending on each influencer. They consider it crucial to receive briefs that include
product specifications. However, the creative direction should not be restrictive. 

Influencers share different perspectives, stressing the industry’s ongoing debate about the
optimal balance between detailed guidance and creative freedom in influencer briefs and re-
flecting the diverse needs of influencers and brands in campaign collaborations. While some
respondents favor detailed briefs, others preferred less detailed ones to maintain creative au-
tonomy, expressing concerns that too much detail could stifle creativity. On this note, one of
the respondents stressed:

I appreciate brands that give directions but also admit a certain freedom of expression so that the con-
tent can still be true to me. (ID_16).

Contracts are relevant for influencers to secure their payment. However, some respon-
dents complained that brands do not always respect contracts, as many had unpleasant expe-
riences. Some of these experiences are being paid late.

4.4. Concertive Control

In the case of long-term collaborations, a form of concertive control (Borchers, 2023), in-
fluencers value the mutual understanding built with brands. This often leads to arrangements
where a predetermined set of deliverables allows for content promotion flexibility without
needing pre-approval. On this note, one of the influencers highlighted the relevance of cre-
ating mutual understanding. Long-term relationships often result in reducing simple control
strategies such as the approval process and are preferred by most influencers we interviewed
as one of the respondents highlighted:

I appreciate brands that want a long-term collaboration from the start because to suceed, you need
two to three collaborations at a minimum (ID_17).
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For influencers, the decision to collaborate long-term is not transparent. Thus, some in-
fluencers we interviewed checked whether the brand wanted to continue the collaborations
after delivering the results, while others refused to continue the collaboration if the commu-
nication had been broken during the other parts of the campaign. Influencers are sensitive to
brand appreciation, as a respondent argued:

I appreciate it when a brand takes me seriously and trusts what I do (ID_17).

4.5. Influencers’ Relationship with Brands

Influencers consider various factors when assessing and appreciating brand collabora-
tions, including budget, transparency, communication, creative freedom, and a brand’s will-
ingness for long-term partnerships. Some emphasize the importance of developing a “business
friendship,” highlighting the interpersonal dynamics and clear communication as crucial for
a successful collaboration. Many consider long-term brand collaborations more effective for
their endorsement to have tangible results and reach the brand’s marketing objectives for the
campaign. Influencers highlight the importance of brands taking them seriously, being pro-
fessional, giving briefs, and appreciating them. 

4.6. Influencer-Brand Fit and Value Tension

Product quality is a key consideration for influencers, with many stressing its impact on
their perception of a brand. Transparency about products and services is also valued, with an
expectation for marketing strategies to be sensible, creative, and ethical, avoiding deceptive
or aggressive tactics. Influencers often research a brand’s reputation and test products before
committing to a campaign. They prioritize aligning with the brand’s values but also consid-
er how the products fit into their lifestyle, emphasizing the importance of seamless integra-
tion and personal preference. One of the prospects stated that she becomes more invested in
collaborations not because of the brand or product itself, but because of how she relates them
to her personal life. This diligence underscores their commitment to authenticity, ensuring a
genuine alignment between their brand and endorsed products. The potential value tension is
highlighted by one of our respondents as follows:

If I don’t know the product, I need to test it first for a couple of weeks. I cannot promote something
that I have never used. However, it happened in the past to accept some collaborations right away,
as they were products that I was already using and trusting (ID_16).

4.7. The Relationship with the Community of Followers

The influencers we interviewed primarily find intrinsic satisfaction in sharing information
from their expertise with their followers. They emphasize the reciprocal engagement with
followers as a motivating factor, with gratification coming from followers adopting their rec-
ommendations. Some liken the social media community to a “small village” and describe the
nature of their relationship with the audiences as follows:

The idea of community does not refer to financial compensation. I am truly happy when I help peo-
ple with my recommendations (ID_3). 
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This makes the influencers share content with a purpose centered on inspiring others. Fur-
ther, giveaways and reduction codes are valuable for the relationship with followers. They of-
ten aim to engage their audience by curating attractive photos or videos and giving valuable
insights across various domains of expertise and interest. 

Another significant motivation for influencers is a genuine passion for content creation,
expressed through sharing lifestyle aspects or enjoying the creative process itself, as one of
the respondents highlighted: 

My followers trust me a lot, so I rarely find a collaboration that I feel perfectly comfortable with. “I
cannot promote everything because my followers are educated, and they do not buy everything
(ID_5). 

Additionally, some influencers are driven by business goals. They use content creation to
expand existing enterprises and attract offline clients via social media. Most of them inte-
grate their brand advertisements with their usual content, strengthening their personal brand
for potential monetization in the future, trying to be as natural as possible. 

5. Discussion

Our examination of influencer-brand collaborations has unveiled a nuanced and multifac-
eted landscape shaped by several factors. In line with previous research (McMullan et al.,
2022; Borchers, 2023), influencers emphasize creative freedom, brand alignment, and the
balance between autonomy and brand control. While they cherish the opportunity for cre-
ative expression, they also recognize the importance of aligning with brand objectives and
expectations. This acknowledgment reflects a sophisticated understanding among influencers
of the need to strike a balance between maintaining their unique voice and effectively con-
veying the brand’s message. Moreover, our findings unveiled that influencers are not inher-
ently opposed to the control strategies applied by marketers. On the contrary, they even find
benefits in bureaucratic control (Borchers, 2023) through contracts and agreements with mar-
keters and brands. 

Influencers are intermediaries that deliver brand messages to their audiences. As previous
literature pointed out (Campbell & Farrell, 2020), influencers’ relationships with their audi-
ences are crucial to them. Therefore, while developing relationships with brands, they also
consider the quality of their relationship with their audiences. The influencers we interviewed
value reciprocal engagement with their followers, finding intrinsic satisfaction in sharing ex-
pertise and inspiring their followers. Their commitment to authenticity drives them to main-
tain genuine connections with their audience, emphasizing that long-term relationships with
brands are key to maintaining credibility. The participants in our study consistently stressed
that transparency and ethical alignment with brands were essential to their collaborations.
They also underscored the importance of creative freedom, which allows them to deliver au-
thentic and resonant content to their audience. This aligns with Borchers and Enke (2021),
who identified authenticity as central to strategic influencer communication, as well as Mc-
Mullan et al. (2022), who found that the best results are achieved when brands trust influencers
to create content that resonates with their followers.

Moreover, our findings indicate that while influencers appreciate brand clarity in cam-
paign briefs as forms of simple and bureaucratic control strategies (Borche, 2023), they re-
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sist overly prescriptive instructions, which can undermine their ability to maintain authentic-
ity. This need for balance between brand control and influencer creativity reflects the notion
of “letting go” in strategic influencer collaborations (Borchers & Enke, 2021), where influ-
encers expect a higher degree of autonomy. Similarly, Childers et al. (2018) noted that although
agencies maintain some creative control over influencer content, content creators are expect-
ed to stay on message while still showcasing actual, authentic use of products. Our findings
expand on this by highlighting that influencers view their creative freedom as critical to their
role, particularly in long-term partnerships. Hence, like previous research (McMullan et al.,
2022), we found evidence that fostering authentic communication while campaigning for
brands represents a potential tension for the influencer-marketing relationship. An addition-
al potential tension represents a poor fit with the brand that the influencers must avoid, ac-
cording to their perspective.

The balance between creative freedom and brand control is crucial to influencer collabo-
rations. While most participants report experiencing a degree of autonomy in their content
creation, the extent of this freedom often varies by brand and campaign dynamics. Influencers
typically prefer transparent collaborations and may decline participation in campaigns where
they feel restricted. 

When it comes to value alignment, participants in our study placed significant importance
on ethical standards and the brand’s values before committing to partnerships. This is in line
with McMullan et al. (2022), who found that value alignment plays a pivotal role in influ-
encer-brand relationships. Our results expand this understanding by revealing that influencers
are not only concerned with the brand’s external image but also with how the brand’s prac-
tices align with their personal ethics, further cementing authenticity as a cornerstone of suc-
cessful collaborations.

Our findings show that influencers value a mix of monetary and non-monetary rewards,
with access to exclusive experiences or events serving as a meaningful form of compensa-
tion that resonates with their personal and professional goals. This reflects Borchers’ findings
that influencer compensation often goes beyond monetary payments and is adapted to the
structural realities of influencer work. Childers et al. (2018), while noting the high costs of
influencer collaborations, also emphasized the complexity of contracts, a point echoed by our
respondents, who stressed the importance of clear and fair agreements.

Lastly, participants in our study advocated for long-term partnerships as a way to foster
more substantial, more trusting relationships with brands and prefer marketers’ conservative
control (Borchers, 2023) strategies. Consistent with previous literature advocating for brand
managers to cultivate long-term relationships with influencers (McMullan et al., 2022), our
findings suggest that long-term collaborations often cultivate mutual understanding and flex-
ibility between influencers and brands, facilitating smoother collaboration. The influencers
we interviewed believed this approach improved their content’s quality and allowed for a
more natural integration of brand messaging. McMullan et al. (2022) also stressed the impor-
tance of building long-term relationships to manage timeframe tension and overall perform-
ance, aligning closely with our findings.

5.1. Theoretical Implications 

The main contribution of our paper lies in its exploration of influencers’ perspectives on
their ideal and desired relationships with marketers, filling a significant gap in the existing
literature. By examining the nuanced dynamics between influencers and brands, the study
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provides valuable insights into the factors that influence collaboration success, including cre-
ative freedom, transparency, and mutual respect. Additionally, it highlights the importance of
contractual agreements and the impact of communication on the longevity of partnerships.
This research enhances understanding of influencer marketing practices and offers practical
implications for marketers aiming to foster more effective and authentic collaborations with
content creators. Ultimately, the findings contribute to the broader discourse on digital mar-
keting by emphasizing the need for a more relational approach that prioritizes the influencer’s
voice and agency in the collaborative process.

Our study has theoretical implications for the agency theory (Bergen et al., 1992) in the
context of influencer marketing as it reaffirms previous findings (Haenlein et al., 2020; Mc-
Mullan et al., 2022) on the pivotal role of transparency and authenticity within influencer
marketing, which comes across when brands trust influencers and give them freedom to cre-
ate content that resonates with their audience on the chosen platform. Influencers and brands
recognize the critical role of genuine, transparent partnerships in establishing trust and cred-
ibility with their audience. Moreover, we delved into the nuances of crafting influencer briefs,
revealing the delicate balancing act required to preserve influencers’ creative autonomy while
effectively communicating brand messaging. We found that detailed brand information in
such briefs is indispensable, providing influencers with the necessary context to align their
content with brand objectives. At the same time, our research emphasized the importance of
allowing influencers the freedom to incorporate personal content details, ensuring that their
unique voice remains intact.

Our study also highlights the role of social media influencers as intermediaries in content dis-
tribution. They do more than promote brands; they act as a bridge between companies and audi-
ences, shaping marketing messages authentically and engagingly. This requires them to balance
brand expectations with the needs of their followers, influencing how consumers perceive and
interact with brands. Our findings show that the level of creative freedom influencers receive af-
fects their ability to serve as effective intermediaries. When given more autonomy, they create
genuine content and build trust with their audience, while too much brand control can reduce au-
thenticity. This perspective adds to agency theory by showing that influencers must meet brands’
and followers’ demands, making them key players in today’s digital marketing landscape.

5.2. Practical Implications

Our research has practical implications for marketers and brands. It highlights the diverse
strategies employed by influencers, marketers, and brands in navigating collaborations. By
acknowledging and addressing these intricacies, marketers, and influencers can cultivate more
fruitful partnerships in the dynamic landscape of digital marketing. Based on our findings,
we recommend that marketers develop long-term partnerships with influencers and apply
simple and bureaucratic control strategies such as approvals, detailed briefs, and agreements
while considering influencers’ perspectives of authentic communication. 

6. Conclusions

This study has examined how influencers navigate the balance between creative freedom
and marketer control strategies in their collaborations. Our findings reveal that while influ-
encers highly value autonomy in content creation, they also recognize the necessity of align-
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ing with brand objectives to maintain successful partnerships. This balance is shaped by long-
term collaborations, transparency, and ethical alignment, which contribute to mutual trust and
flexibility between influencers and brands. Ultimately, influencer-brand relationships are de-
fined by a continuous negotiation between creative independence and strategic brand mes-
saging, highlighting the complexities of these collaborations.

6.1. Limitations and Future Research Perspectives

We are aware of the limitations of our study, which was conducted on a small sample,
mainly including micro-influencers. Therefore, future research should continue to explore
the relationship between influencers, marketers, and brands by using a larger and more di-
verse sample and applying a mixed-methodological approach.

The interview grid did not address the outcomes of an influencer campaign, which limits
the ability to assess the effectiveness of campaign control, key performance indicators, and the
influencers’ contributions. Future research on the collaboration between influencers and mar-
keters should also examine the marketers’ perspectives to highlight common and divergent ap-
proaches toward influencer marketing. Comparative studies encompassing different countries
are needed to reflect on cultural specificities in the marketer-influencer relationship. 
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