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The Authenticity Playbook: How to Build Authenticity in Influencer Marketing



Executive summary
Influencer marketing is now a central pillar of brand strategy, with global spending projected to exceed $33 billion in 2025. Yet while investment grows, authenticity, the key driver of consumer engagement, is in decline. Based on 185 in-depth interviews with brand managers, agencies, influencers, and consumers across five continents, this paper uncovers how authenticity is co-created through five interdependent properties: expertise, connectedness, integrity, originality, and transparency. Each stakeholder group values these properties differently, creating tensions and misalignments that, if unmanaged, erode authenicity and reduce ROI. Drawing on our research, we present six evidence-based strategies to manage these tensions, ranging from prioritizing long-term partnerships over one-off deals to enabling creative freedom while maintaining brand alignment. Our framework helps leaders move beyond reach and clicks to foster influencer relationships that deliver sustained consumer trust, brand equity, and long-lasting influencer authenticity.
Introductory Note
Barbara Duffek, Andreas B. Eisingerich, and Omar Merlo share insights from a global study on influencer marketing, revealing the five properties of authenticity and offering six strategies for managers to align stakeholders, build trust, and maximize long-term impact.

Influencer marketing has evolved into a central pillar of brand strategy. Global spend is projected to reach $33 billion in 2025[endnoteRef:1], with 80 percent of brands maintaining or increasing budgets and nearly half raising spend[endnoteRef:2]. The appeal is clear: influencers deliver reach, relatability, and the perception of real-world endorsement at a fraction of the cost of traditional celebrity campaigns. Major players are reshaping their strategies around this shift. Unilever, for example, is moving to an “influencer-first” model, raising its social media ad spend from 30 percent to 50 percent of total budget and working with 20 times more creators, often at a hyper-local level (one influencer for every neighborhood in markets like India and Brazil)[endnoteRef:3]. Starbucks is hiring full-time, six-figure-salary creators to travel the globe producing authentic, behind-the-scenes content[endnoteRef:4]. [1:  https://krows-digital.com/influencer-marketing-growth-how-the-creator-economy-is-powering-a-33-billion-boom/]  [2:  https://www.prnewswire.com/news-releases/influencer-marketing-in-2025-new-data-reveals-what-works-what-costs-and-whats-next-302490369.html?]  [3:  https://www.emarketer.com/content/unilever-invests-half-of-its-budget-on-influencer-first-strategy?
https://www.orr-consulting.com/post/unilever-s-big-bet-on-influencers-what-it-means-for-modern-marketing?]  [4:  https://www.businessinsider.com/starbucks-hiring-influencers-travel-shoot-content-salary-tiktok-2025-6] 

But growth doesn’t guarantee impact. In the beauty sector, Instagram’s earned media value fell 28 percent in Q1 2025, signaling that more money, more posts, and more creators can’t compensate for a deficit in authenticity[endnoteRef:5]. While 88 percent of consumers say authenticity drives whether they engage with influencers, nearly half believe most are fake, and over a third suspect influencers misrepresent themselves or the products they endorse[endnoteRef:6]. [5:  https://www.voguebusiness.com/story/beauty/is-beauty-losing-its-instagram-grip?]  [6:  https://pro.morningconsult.com/analyst-reports/influencer-report 
https://www.statista.com/statistics/1250681/share-of-instagram-influencers-involved-in-fraud-worldwide/] 

The result is a widening gap between the promise of influencer marketing and the reality experienced by audiences. Consumers feel misled, while influencers struggle to stay true to themselves while meeting brand demands. Managers, often pressured to deliver quick wins, don’t always understand how authenticity is built or how easily it can be undermined. This authenticity gap carries real business risk. Inauthentic campaigns don’t just fail to deliver ROI; they erode brand equity and waste marketing dollars. In a world where audiences can spot disingenuous endorsements instantly, and where one misstep can go viral, leaders must not only recognize authenticity as a strategic priority but also know how to build it in a deliberate way.

What Does “Authentic” Really Mean? 
Authenticity means different things to different players in influencer marketing. Consumers prize integrity and transparency. Influencers emphasize originality and expertise. Brands prioritize reach and message control. Agencies work to bridge these perspectives. Our research—185 in-depth interviews with managers, agencies, influencers, and consumers across five continents— explores this tension, and shows that authenticity isn’t a fixed personality trait or a box you can check. It’s co-created through ongoing interactions between influencers, brands, followers, and agencies. In practice, authenticity emerges when there is alignment across five core properties:

· Expertise – The influencer is seen as credible and knowledgeable in a particular niche.
· Connectedness – Followers feel an emotional bond, familiarity, and two-way engagement with the influencer.
· Integrity – The influencer is motivated by more than financial gain and acts with the audience’s best interests in mind.
· Originality – The influencer’s content reflects a distinctive personal voice, not just a rehash of brand talking points.
· Transparency – The influencer is open about partnerships, product use, and the good and bad of their experiences.

These five properties form the building blocks of what we call the “influencer assemblage”, the outcome of which is influencer authenticity. But each stakeholder values them differently (Table 1).
· Consumers prize integrity, originality and transparency. They want to believe that influencers mean what they say, have their best interest at heart, and they notice when paid partnerships are hidden or feel disingenuous.
· Influencers tend to prize originality and expertise, seeing them as the hallmarks of their personal brand.
· Brands often focus on message control and reach, which can unintentionally undermine the other properties.
· Agencies view authenticity more holistically, recognizing that it’s built (or eroded) through the interplay of multiple properties. 



Table 1: Influencer Authenticity
	Property
	Definition
	Most Valued By
	Risk If Misaligned

	Expertise 
	Consistent credibility in a niche; being a product/category expert
	Influencers, Agencies
	Feels unqualified or “jumping on trends”

	Connectedness 
	Emotional bond and two-way engagement with followers
	Consumers, Brand Managers, Agencies
	Feels distant or transactional; does not result in engagement and ROI

	Integrity
	Motivated by audience’s best interest, not just money
	Consumers
	Perceived as “selling out”

	Originality 
	Distinctive personal voice and storytelling
	Influencers, Consumers
	Bland, scripted content that blends in

	Transparency 
	Honest about partnerships, product use, and full experience
	Consumers, Influencers
	Hidden sponsorships, loss of trust



When these priorities are in sync, authenticity is reinforced. When they fall out of alignment, it unravels: brands may over-script content, influencers may conceal sponsorships to avoid “sellout” accusations, and audiences may disengage. For managers, the takeaway is clear: authenticity is not a checkbox or a one-off campaign goal. It’s the outcome of a shared commitment to align these five properties across every player in the influencer ecosystem. Because the weighting of each property varies by stakeholder, building authenticity requires active negotiation.
The New Rules of Authenticity in Influencer Marketing
The five dimensions of authenticity often create tensions and misalignments between influencers, brands, and agencies. These frictions can undermine authenticity if left unchecked, but they can also be managed. Drawing on our research, we offer six evidence-backed strategies to help managers navigate these tensions and build authentic influencer campaigns[endnoteRef:7]. [7:  Duffek, B., Eisingerich, A. B., Merlo, O., & Lee, G. (2025). Authenticity in Influencer Marketing: How Can Influencers and Brands Work Together to Build and Maintain Influencer Authenticity? Journal of Marketing, doi.org/10.1177/00222429251319786.] 

1. Treat expertise as consistency, not credentials
Rather than formal qualifications or expertise, what matters is that the influencer shows up consistently in a specific niche. Many consumers in our study said they trusted content creators whose journeys felt relatable and grounded in personal experience. For instance, they preferred an amateur runner over professional athletes, citing the authenticity of their story. In contrast, inconsistent or overly broad content frequently triggered skepticism and undermined trust.
2. Screen for connection, not just reach.
Don’t default to follower counts. One brand manager in our study explained why they chose boutique fitness instructors over high-profile influencers: “They tap into communities that trust them.” That kind of trust is harder to buy, but far more powerful when earned. When that connection is real, the promotion feels organic rather than transactional.
3. Foster relational engagement, not just clicks.
Managers still hire influencers to act as peacocks. But the most impactful influencers don’t just perform; they connect. High-performing influencers in our study held regular Q&As and responded to DMs, building a two-way relationship with their audience. This interaction cultivates trust in ways that likes or views alone cannot signal. As one agency representative emphasized, “There needs to be far greater interaction for the relationship to be seen as authentic.” In contrast, there is danger in treating influencers as statues to be admired—statues typically end up in museums. Prioritize those who talk with their audience, not just at them.
4. Don’t silence opportunism. Authenticity can sound like ‘They paid me!’
Tyler, the Creator once told his followers he wore a brand’s sneakers “because they paid me.” The blunt admission broke every rule of message control, yet the campaign went viral, boosted sales, and made both the brand and influencer feel more relatable.
Far from undermining authenticity, this kind of transparent opportunism can enhance it. While many managers fear that admitting financial motivation will erode trust, our research shows the opposite: when influencers are open about being paid and pair that honesty with genuine enthusiasm or a compelling backstory, audiences often respond with trust, not cynicism. Strategic self-interest, when owned rather than hidden, can make endorsements feel more real and more effective.
5. Invest in long-term partnerships, not one-off deals
Authenticity isn’t just about what influencers say; it’s about how consistently and intentionally they show up. Consumers quickly lose trust in influencers who promote competing products in rapid succession or jump from brand to brand. The most trusted influencers in our research weren’t always the biggest names, they were the ones whose partnerships felt most genuine and enduring.

That’s why integrity requires more than just disclosure: it requires discernment. Brands should prioritize long-term relationships with influencers who truly align with their values and audience. Give them time to use the product, test it, and speak from experience. Let them share not just the product, but the story: why they chose it, how it fits their life, what’s changed. Those personal backstories are what build authenticity.
6. Enable creative freedom, not scripted control
Our research shows that allowing influencers to bring humor, vulnerability, and personal style into the message makes content feel more authentic. Many managers are understandably nervous about giving up creative control, but doing so can pay off, and agencies can help. They understand how over-scripting backfires and can bridge the gap between brand objectives and influencer voice. Many influencers told us they worry brands won’t allow any critique; but transparency, including honest feedback, builds authenticity.

So instead of suppressing mild criticism, co-develop guidelines that support truthful endorsements. When influencers feel safe to share both strengths and shortcomings, audiences are more likely to believe the praise. Even when generative AI is used in content creation, being transparent about it can enhance, not diminish, authenticity.



Table 2: How to Strengthen Influencer Authenticity

	Property
	Influencer Actions
	Brand Manager Actions
	Agency Actions

	Expertise
	Post consistently in a niche
Build a community around certain niche
	Select influencers with consistent, relatable content
	Verify influencer’s niche credibility

	Connectedness
	Reply to DMs/comments, host Q&As, build two-sided communication
	Choose influencers who engage actively with their audience
	Track two-way interactions, not just likes and comments

	Integrity
	Partner only with brands whose values align with yours; be transparent about sponsorships
	Avoid influencers who work with myriad of brands; analyze disclosure practices
	Encourage transparency about both accepted and declined deals; display clear understanding of the importance of alignment between influencers’ values and brand values

	Originality
	Share personal stories in branded content, keep unique style consistent in branded partnerships
	Give influencers creative freedom to employ their storytelling style in branded content
	Bridge brand goals with influencer’s style

	Transparency
	Disclose partnerships clearly (#ad); share entire process of transformation; approach brands you genuinely use
	Require truthful reviews and allow honest feedback
	Help influencers share candid experiences without harming brand equity


Brands that treat influencer marketing as a transactional channel will fail to connect with skeptical consumers. But those that recognize authenticity as co-created, shaped through alignment between influencers, audiences, and brand intent, can turn influencer partnerships into lasting equity. When authenticity is the currency of trust, leading with it is essential.
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