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Background

Influencers are microcelebrities that build brands 

and engage with audiences on social media. (Abidin, 

2014; Duffy, 2017; Marwick, 2015)

Influencer marketing is a form of advertising posed 

as noncommercial, personalized content focused 

on the everyday life of an individual

Unlike journalists, public relations representatives, 
or advertising agencies, influencers lack a codified 
set of ethics to guide their work



Influencers & 
Authenticity

§ Various studies on influencers discuss the 
concept of authenticity (Abidin & Ots, 2016; Duffy, 
2017)

§ Abidin and Ots (2016) argue that authenticity 
and credibility are the two core norms of the 
influencer industry

§ This study considers authenticity to be a 
guiding ethical principle throughout the 
sponsored content creation process used to 
build credibility with both audiences and 
brands



Disclosure & 
Ethics

§ The way influencers disclose their 
partnership with brands in a variety of 
ways including hashtags and disclosure 
statements.

§ While most influencers agree that 
disclosure is important, audiences have 
historically struggled to recognize 
disclosure statements that help them 
differentiate between sponsored (paid) 
and original (unpaid) content (Boerman, van 

Reijmersdal, & Neijens, 2012; Carlson, 2015) 



Research 
Question(s)

What are the stages of the sponsored 

content production process? 

What are the ethical principles that 

guide influencers’ work and decision 

making in each stage of the content 

production process? 



Method

§Observations at Women in Travel Summit 
2017

§ Interviewswith 20 travel influencers, 
destination marketing organizations, and 
intermediaries



Findings

§Deciding to work with brands

§Content creation & omission

§Disclosing brand relationships to 

audiences



Working with 
Brands 

§ Sponsored content decisions are guided by a desire 

to create content that resonates with audiences

§ Influencers use authenticity as a guide when 

deciding which commercial brands to work with 

while still remaining loyal to their personal brands 

and audiences

“I think that it’s important to look at that decision-making 
process and think critically about what your audience is looking 

for. If that’s not going to be a good fit, regardless of what you 
could be compensated, it’s not worth it to sacrifice the credibility 

you have with your audience.” 
– Blogger Relations Manager



Content Creation 
& Omission

Part of the relationship between travel influencers and 
commercial brands involves signing contractual agreements 
covering the responsibilities of both parties and agreeing 
upon “deliverables” that the influencer will be required to 
publish as part of the campaign. 

When influencers create content that puts their 
audiences and personal brands first, this is viewed as 
both authentic and ethical; however, when influencers 
allow the commercial brands’ goals to drive content, 
this is viewed as inauthentic and, in turn, unethical. 

“You’re standing, looking wistfully on this beach in Cancun. You don’t 
realize that they had to come and stand there at 4:00 in the morning 
when there was no crowd around them. The light was just perfect and 
they had a professional lighting assistant and a wardrobe assistant and all 

this other stuff. Yeah, but that’s always been the illusion I think.”
-Travel Influencer



Disclosing Brand 
Relationships to 

Audiences

FTC “Endorsement Guides” published in 2015 –
influencers now have a legal obligation to disclose, 

however, many do not believe disclosure is an ethical 
concern because they believe their sponsored content 
serves their audience.

*Som e influencers recognize audiences are not im m ersed in the 

industry, therefore, they m ay not be able to tell if a trip was sponsored 
from  reading the post, even if it contains a disclosure statem ent. 

Influencers disclosure messages vary from 
influencer to influencer, and each influencer 
places their disclosure statement where they see 
it fitting best. 

“As long as you’re disclosing it somewhere, that’s 
great. How you disclose it, well it’s up to you.” 

-Intermediary



Conclusion

Our findings suggest that to negotiate this new 
standpoint—being paid by commercial brands to 
create content—influencers rely on authenticity as an 
ethical principle which they believe centers their 
personal brand and audience in the production of 

sponsored content.

An ethics of authenticity puts the influencers’ brand 
identity and relationship with their audience at the 
forefront while also allowing them to profit from content 

designed to benefit brands and destinations. 

“If I need to choose, I choose my audience; because my 
audience stays, and my client will change over time”

-Travel Influencer


