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Abstract

This dissertation seeks to advance the literature on how social media creators can refine
their content strategies to cultivate authentic consumer relationships and generate sustainable
income streams. It is motivated by the growing importance of social media in shaping digital
consumer engagement and the rise of the creator economy, where ordinary yet impactful users
produce content to build and monetize their social influence. In this dynamic landscape,
interactions between creators and consumers are increasingly affected by technological
advances, evolving disclosure regulations, brand partnerships, alternative monetization models,
and the prevalence of visual content formats. Against this backdrop, this dissertation contributes
to four key research gaps: 1) consumer reactance to the adoption of generative Al for social
media content creation and the implications of human-Al collaboration, 2) consumer
perceptions of posts identified as sponsored content and the influence of salient product
presentation, 3) the design of social media content to convert followers into paying subscribers
on crowd-patronage platforms, and 4) the impact of visual design consistency in product
ensembles on consumers’ processing fluency and evaluations. Collectively, this dissertation
emphasizes the importance of maintaining an authentic image, leveraging visual cues, and
effectively navigating emerging technologies, platforms, and regulations that shape content
creation and monetization. A diverse set of research methods—including experimental studies,
surveys, eye-tracking, and field studies—provides rigorous insights into consumer behavior.
This approach, which integrates self-reported, physiological, and archival data, investigates the
mechanisms of consumer engagement and underscores the findings’ real-world relevance.
Creators and brands can utilize the insights from this dissertation to optimize editorial and

commercial content to achieve their marketing goals while adhering to platform regulations.
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Abstract in German

Diese Dissertation zielt darauf ab, die Literatur dariiber zu erweitern, wie Creator ihre
Strategien zur Gestaltung von Inhalten in sozialen Medien verfeinern kdnnen, um authentische
Konsumentenbeziehungen aufzubauen und nachhaltige Einkommensstrome zu generieren. Sie
wird durch die wachsende Bedeutung von sozialen Medien fiir das Verbraucherengagement
und den Aufstieg der Creator-Okonomie motiviert, in der gewdhnliche, aber einflussreiche
Nutzer:innen Inhalte erstellen, um ihren sozialen Einfluss auszubauen und zu monetarisieren.
In diesem dynamischen Umfeld werden die Interaktionen mit Konsument:innen zunehmend
durch technologische Fortschritte, neue Offenlegungsvorschriften, Markenpartnerschaften,
alternative Modelle der Monetarisierung und die Verbreitung visueller Inhaltsformate
beeinflusst. Vor diesem Hintergrund adressiert diese Dissertation vier zentrale
Forschungsliicken: 1) die Reaktanz der Konsument:innen gegeniiber dem Einsatz generativer
kiinstlicher Intelligenz zur Erstellung von Inhalten in sozialen Medien und die Auswirkungen
der Zusammenarbeit von Mensch und kiinstlicher Intelligenz, 2) die Wahrnehmung von
Beitrdgen, die als gesponserte Inhalte identifiziert werden, sowie der Einfluss prominenter
Produktprisentationen, 3) die Gestaltung von Inhalten in sozialen Medien, um Follower in
zahlende Abonnent:innen auf Crowd-Patronage-Plattformen zu konvertieren, und 4) die
Auswirkung der Konsistenz des visuellen Designs von Produktkonstellationen auf die
Verarbeitungsfliissigkeit und die Bewertung durch Konsument:innen. Insgesamt unterstreicht
diese Dissertation die Bedeutung der Aufrechterhaltung einer authentischen
Markenwahrnehmung, der gezielten Nutzung visueller Hinweise und der effektiven Navigation
durch neue Technologien, Plattformen und Vorschriften, die sowohl die Inhaltserstellung als

auch die Monetarisierung priagen. Eine Vielzahl von Forschungsmethoden—einschliefSlich
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experimenteller Studien, Umfragen, Eye-Tracking und Feldstudien—bietet fundierte Einblicke
in das Verbraucherverhalten. Dieser Ansatz, der selbstberichtete, physiologische und
archivierte Daten integriert, untersucht die Mechanismen des Verbraucherengagements und
unterstreicht die Relevanz der Ergebnisse fiir reale Kontexte. Creator und Marken kénnen die
Erkenntnisse dieser Dissertation nutzen, um redaktionelle und kommerzielle Inhalte zu
optimieren, ihre Marketingziele zu erreichen und gleichzeitig die Vorschriften der Plattformen

einzuhalten.
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1 Introduction

In an era in which one-third of US teenagers use social media almost constantly (Pew
Research Center, 2023), the power of platforms like Instagram and YouTube to shape consumer
behavior! is both unprecedented and ever-growing. Modern social media have evolved into
culturally, politically, and economically significant digital ecosystems where users gather
information from diverse sources, connect with individuals and organizations, and distribute
content to others (Appel et al., 2020). In 2024, the number of registered social media accounts
exceeded five billion, and the average daily usage reached about two-and-a-half hours
(DataReportal, 2024). Social media permeates virtually every aspect of consumers’ lives, and
marketers can influence consumer behavior in real-time and at scale, from activating need
recognition to facilitating sales and building loyal brand communities (Appel et al., 2020).
However, to succeed on social media, a major challenge emerges. As the availability of
information increases, consumers’ attention spans are shrinking (Lorenz-Spreen et al., 2019).
Practitioners must cut through the clutter and find ways to effectively engage consumers and
build genuine relationships (Lim & Rasul, 2022). This dissertation sheds light on various social

media content strategies to enhance consumer engagement.

Unlike traditional one-directional media, consumers play an interactive and multiplying
role on social media (Hennig-Thurau et al., 2010). They consume, contribute, and create brand-
related content (Muntinga et al., 2011), effectively becoming the authors of brand stories that
spread across platforms (Gensler et al., 2013). Consumer brand engagement refers to “a
consumer’s positively valenced brand-related cognitive, emotional and behavioral activity
during or related to focal consumer/brand interactions” (Hollebeek et al., 2014, p. 154). For

instance, a consumer may actively follow a brand and reflect on its messages, develop favorable

! Throughout this dissertation, the term ‘consumer’ will be used to describe individual users on social media who
interact with marketing-related content.



attitudes about a presented ad, or tag a brand in a post and share product experiences with
friends and strangers. Notably, the same holds for human brands, too. On social media,
consumer engagement benefits commercial actors, among others, by enhancing awareness,
brand image, and financial performance (Lim & Rasul, 2022). Moreover, marketers can employ
analytics to derive consumer preferences from digital engagement traces, such as likes, shares,
or comments, to guide their decision-making. Similarly, platform algorithms increasingly build
on engagement to present content to other likely interested users (Berger et al., 2023), which

can lead to a reinforcement effect and virality.

In response to the pursuit of consumer engagement on social media, influencer
marketing has emerged as a new type of brand endorsement by content creators who have
cultivated strong para-social relationships with followers and possess significant social
influence. These so-called influencers have typically built their reach and impact from scratch
as ordinary social media users, which distinguishes them from celebrity endorsers (Hudders et
al., 2021). While traditional marketing tactics often struggle to achieve engagement, influencers
are powerful catalysts by leveraging their connections with consumers through a bundle of
unique resources, including targeting, positioning, creativity, and trust benefits (Leung et al.,
2022b). Besides social ads (Huang et al., 2020), brand-generated content (Liadeli et al., 2023),
and user-generated content (Stephen & Galak, 2012), influencer marketing has taken center

stage in brands’ social media engagement strategies (Influencer Marketing Hub, 2024).

Beyond their role as influencers who endorse brands, creators increasingly explore
independent ways of monetization, like selling exclusive content and marketing their own
products, thereby catalyzing another trend rooted in social media: the creator economy. This
global phenomenon spans all activities through which content creators—individuals who use

digital platforms to create content and reach followers—build and monetize their personal



brands (Peres et al., 2024). While all influencers represent content creators who pursue brand
deals, not all content creators are influencers, as they can pursue alternative monetization
models. MrBeast, a 26-year-old YouTuber from Kansas, exemplifies an eminent creator.
Starting with gaming videos twelve years ago, MrBeast’s main YouTube channel has amassed
over 300 million subscribers and shows, among others, how he watches paint dry, runs a
marathon in extremely oversized shoes, and gifts private islands to followers (YouTube, n.d.).
While his content may seem unconventional, MrBeast expanded his influence far beyond
YouTube, owning several businesses in the food industry and generating estimated annual
revenues exceeding 600 million US dollars (Business Insider, 2024). Remarkably, one in three
young adults in the US nowadays dreams about making a living as a creator (Adobe Express,
2024), a distinct career path focused on entrepreneurship and revenue generation from
relationship building, community engagement, and creative collaborations (Edeling & Wies,
2024). Estimated to reach about half a trillion US dollars by 2027 (Goldman Sachs, 2023), the
creator economy is an economically crucial ecosystem with millions of creators at the core
surrounded by consumers they engage, brands they endorse, and platforms like social media

that facilitate connection and monetization (Bleier et al., 2024; Peres et al., 2024).

Given the rapid growth of the creator economy and its significant impact on consumer
behavior, gaining a better understanding of how creators effectively engage their audiences is
paramount for a range of stakeholders. This knowledge can inform creators’ strategies for
building strong online communities, improve brands’ seeding strategies in influencer
marketing, aid platforms in driving traffic while ensuring consumer protection, and enhance
consumers’ social media literacy and usage behaviors. Expert scholars highlighted the need to
investigate the impact of creator content design characteristics (Appel et al., 2020; Leung et al.,
2022b; Peres et al., 2024). This dissertation aims to respond to these calls and provide

comprehensive insights into consumer engagement strategies in the evolving social media



landscape that advance the extant body of literature and present impactful practical
implications. Reflecting on recent developments in the creator economy, it addresses these calls
by focusing on three central factors that are shaping how content is presented to consumers: 1)
novel disclosure regulations aimed at transparency, 2) the growing importance of alternative

monetization models, and 3) the prevalence of visual content.

Aligning with regulations by policymakers to protect consumers, social media platforms
have implemented disclosure guidelines that creators must abide by. Two recent disclosure
types have disrupted how content is presented: Al and advertising disclosure. First,
advancements in generative artificial intelligence (GenAl) enable the creation of sophisticated
synthetic content at scale (Feuerriegel et al., 2023). Therefore, regulations across the globe
(European Council, 2024; The White House, 2023) call for Al disclosures, and social media
platforms have started to implement them (TikTok, 2023). GenAl can unlock attractive
automation potentials and streamline the content production process for incumbent creators
while lowering entry barriers for aspirants and new creator types like virtual influencers (Peres
et al., 2024). However, previous research demonstrated that consumers often react negatively
to automation (Mahmud et al., 2022), which may apply to content creators as well. Consumer
perceptions of GenAl content creation and Al disclosure on social media represent a critical
research area in the creator economy (Bleier et al., 2024). Second, as demanded by the Federal
Trade Commission (2019), advertising disclosures aim to enhance transparency when creators
engage in paid partnerships. Creators who maintain a good balance of editorial and sponsored
content are likely to become more popular on social media (Klostermann et al., 2023). Their
brand endorsements gain effectiveness by adapting personal narratives and styles that mimic
editorial content (Leung et al., 2022b). Advertising disclosure distinguishes the two content

types and allows consumers to activate their persuasion defense mechanisms (Eisend et al.,



2020). How creators can design sponsored content while preserving their authenticity poses a

key issue in the creator economy (Audrezet et al., 2020; Hofstetter & Gollnhofer, 2024).

Paid partnerships with brands currently represent the primary source of income for
creators (Goldman Sachs, 2023), but pose a threat to their authenticity (Audrezet et al., 2020).
To navigate this tension, creators increasingly seek alternative ways of monetization (Hofstetter
& Gollnhofer, 2024). Examples include marketing own products, sharing revenue with
platforms, or gaining money through paid subscriptions. The latter has seen strong popularity
given the rise of crowd-patronage platforms like Patreon that allow creators to sell access to an
exclusive community and gain a recurring income (Lin et al., 2022). How creators can benefit
from subscriptions on these platforms is a topic that requires investigation (Bleier et al., 2024;
Edeling & Wies, 2024). Particularly, the conversion of followers into paying subscribers poses
a critical issue (Volkmer & Meilner, 2024), as crowd-patronage platforms lack discovery

features (Hair et al., 2022).

Factors like the omni-presence of modern smartphones and high-resolution cameras,
increasing bandwidth and computational resources, and consumer preferences for quickly
digestible information have propelled the rise of visual content formats. On social media,
images and videos are particularly in demand as shown by the popularity of primarily visual
platforms like Instagram, TikTok, and YouTube. Advertising research has demonstrated that
image elements are superior in capturing scarce attention (Pieters & Wedel, 2004) and that
controllable design features can influence attention and attitudes toward ads (Pieters et al.,
2010). More recently, social media research found that the mere presence of images in posts
can greatly increase user engagement (Li & Xie, 2020). Furthermore, visual content design—
such as product depiction (Hartmann et al., 2021), visual alignment between creator and

follower posts (Argyris et al., 2020), and image features like color complexity (Kanuri et al.,



2024)—drives consumer engagement. However, related academic research in the social media
sphere is sparse (Kanuri et al., 2024; Li & Xie, 2020), and further insights are particularly

needed into the mental processes of consumer engagement (Rietveld et al., 2020).

Against this background, the present dissertation addresses four research gaps related to
key interdependencies in the creator economy and focuses on how to design content that
enhances consumer engagement. The first gap covers how followers respond to GenAl content
creation, emphasizing the mediating role of source authenticity and the importance of human-
Al collaboration. The second gap explores how consumers perceive creator posts recognized
as sponsored content and how this relationship is affected by salient visual product presentation.
The third gap addresses how creators can design valuable social media content to convert
followers into paying subscribers on crowd-patronage platforms. The fourth gap examines the
effects of visual design consistency in the presentation of multiple products, concentrating on
consumers’ processing fluency and evaluations. In addressing these research gaps, the
dissertation contributes to the digital marketing and consumer behavior literature. It paints a
comprehensive picture of the creator economy by demonstrating how to post engaging editorial
and commercial content that builds, preserves, and capitalizes on social influence. Specifically,
the dissertation underscores the importance of maintaining an authentic image, leveraging the
power of visual cues, and effectively navigating emerging technologies, platforms, and
regulations that influence both content generation and monetization. The findings boast
theoretical, managerial, and cultural significance, extending the existing knowledge base on

social media as one of the most prominent and influential marketing channels of modern times.

The remainder of this dissertation is structured as follows: Chapter 2 provides the
background. To begin, it gives an overview of key interdependencies in the creator economy

and how these influence the interactions between creators and consumers. It then integrates four



research areas and findings from relevant research streams before addressing how the papers
included in this dissertation address the distinct research gaps. Chapter 3 summarizes the four
papers, which are included in the appendix. Each paper section is separated into the
methodological approach, key results, and a contribution statement. Chapter 4 concludes with

a summary and an outlook for future research in the dynamic sphere of the creator economy.



2 Background

2.1 Overview of the creator economy

The current chapter section overviews the creator economy as depicted in Figure 1.
Specifically, it elaborates on the interactions between creators and consumers through the
creation, dissemination, and perception of content, constituting fundamental dynamics
investigated in the four papers. Moreover, it outlines the role of disclosure regulations on
platforms, including Al and advertising disclosure, and how brands and crowd-patronage
platforms influence creators’ monetization pursuits. In the following, the different paths in

Figure 1 will be described alphabetically from [«] to [f].

Figure 1. The creator economy framework.
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2.1.1 The creator-brand-consumer triangle

Path [a] represents the connection between creators and consumers. In the creator
economy, both groups represent ordinary users who differ in their extent of social influence. As
described by Peres et al. (2024), creators upload creative content to cultivate an authentic human
brand, grow a followership, and monetize their influence. Hence, creators’ content strategies
follow two key objectives: 1) building a personal brand and strong relationships with followers,

and 2) generating revenue by leveraging these resources.

First, creators need to grow social influence. They gain it by posting editorial content to
form communal relationships with an initially small audience. The specific types of content and
platforms used are less important, as the variety of successful creators demonstrates. For
instance, creators can upload photos and stories on Instagram, long-form videos on YouTube,
or brief text-based updates on Twitter/X. Similarly, content categories may range from fashion
advice over comedy podcasts to gaming. Irrespectively, creators try to engage followers by
posting original content and frequently seeking interactions (Hofstetter & Gollnhofer, 2024).
For human brands like creators, being authentic means expressing their true selves and being
genuine and caring in how they approach relationships with others (Ilicic & Webster, 2016).
Furthermore, creators should demonstrate passionate commitment about their craft (Moulard et
al., 2014). Consumers will then self-select to follow creators they identify with and build

trustworthy relationships over time (Leung et al., 2022b).

Once creators have developed content-audience fit and grown an authentic image, they
can monetize their social influence. Most frequently, they pursue brand deals as influencers,
which accounts for about 70 percent of their income (Goldman Sachs, 2023). While editorial
content is suitable for relationship building, creators upload sponsored content to present and

promote a brand in return for an incentive. The nature of brand deals can be diverse. For



instance, creators post product reviews, share experience reports, arrange giveaways, or simply
endorse a brand. Furthermore, they increasingly serve as consumption advisers who
recommend combinations of multiple products (D’Angelo & Valsesia, 2023). Incentives
include free products, one-off payments, or sales commissions, and partnerships vary from one-
time deals to recurring sponsorships to long-term brand ambassadorships. While brands could
dictate the appearance of sponsored posts, creators often possess creative freedom due to their
expertise in engaging followers (Leung et al., 2022b). Unlike editorial content, sponsored
content is persuasive as it aims to change consumers’ attitudes and behaviors to make them
consider adopting the endorsed brand. Upon recognizing a persuasion attempt, consumers can
activate coping mechanisms (Friestad & Wright, 1994) and often respond less favorably from
a marketer perspective (Eisend & Tarrahi, 2022). Creators thus integrate sponsored content into
their distinct narratives and styles, which can make the content appear less persuasive (Leung
et al., 2022b). Eventually, creators must balance how much sponsored content to post. While
monetization is essential, sponsored content can impair creator authenticity and thus dilute the

value of the creator brand nurtured through editorial content (Hudders et al., 2021).

Brands collaborate with creators (path [b]) as a cost-effective strategy to leverage the
persuasive power of user-generated content and bypass the growing mistrust of traditional
marketing tactics (Hudders et al., 2021). Similar to celebrity endorsements, creator
endorsements represent a form of mediated persuasive communication that facilitates a transfer
of meaning, as described by McCracken (1989). Specifically, authenticity associated with
creators may be instilled into endorsed brands. In their pursuit of identity benefits, consumers
seek out objects that carry authenticity (Beverland & Farrelly, 2010), making the meaning
transfer induced by authentic creators particularly appealing. Leung et al. (2022b) characterize
influencer marketing as brands’ efforts to leverage the unique social capital built by creators.

The authors argue that creators can be used to effectively target homogenous follower segments

10



which, due to self-selection, exhibit high acceptance of the distinct creator. Additionally,
creators possess significant creative expertise and consumers often trust their recommendations.
Leung et al. (2022b) also acknowledge the risks associated with influencer marketing, such as

giving up creative control and retaining customers acquired through creator endorsements.

Aside from influencer marketing, brands can engage consumers directly on social media
(path [c]) through two main channels: owned accounts and platform-administered ads. On
Instagram, for instance, brand accounts can post pictures, exchange messages with followers,
and utilize shopping features like dedicated storefronts and virtual try-ons (Instagram, n.d.).
These owned media can enhance consumer engagement and sales (Liadeli et al., 2023).
Particularly, their direct control and constant availability enable brands to build a strong virtual
presence. On the other hand, brands utilize social media advertising to leverage the extensive
data collected by platforms, allowing them to reach audiences most likely interested in
promoted content. Facebook, for instance, offers targeting based on location, demographics,

devices, interests, and past engagement with the brand (Facebook, n.d.).

2.1.2 Disclosure regulations on social media platforms

Irrespective of whether creators or brands post marketing messages, Al disclosure
regulations on social media platforms (path [d]) affect how content is presented to consumers.
The emergence of tools like ChatGPT in late 2022 has put GenAl into the spotlight of public
attention. Generative Al differs from analytical Al, such as facial recognition or recommender
systems, and can create multimodal content indistinguishable from human craft (Feuerriegel et
al., 2023). McKinsey (2024) characterizes 2024 as the year of rapid GenAl adoption and states
that marketing and sales are the business functions most affected, offering significant revenue

and cost-saving potentials. Gartner (n.d.) predicts that by 2025 about every third marketing
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message by large brands will be Al-generated. Meta is enabling creators to scale their influence
by launching personalized Al clones, trained on previous content, that can autonomously

interact with followers (Forbes, 2024a).

While GenAl promises significant upsides related to creativity (Zhou & Lee, 2024),
efficiency (Noy & Zhang, 2023), and effectiveness of marketing communications (Matz et al.,
2024), it also poses substantial risks. Feuerriegel et al. (2023) outline, among others, that GenAl
content can mirror harmful human biases, violate copyright laws, or present hardly verifiable
and incorrect model outputs. To protect users from being misled or confused, social media
platforms enforce Al disclosures that mark content generated or significantly altered by Al
(TikTok, 2023). Disclosure labels typically appear as text badges attached to posts (e.g., “Al-
generated”), but their layout and content lack standardization. However, policymakers will
likely allocate increasing attention to this issue in the context of larger Al regulations, such as
the EU Artificial Intelligence Act (European Council, 2024). It is essential for marketers to
assess the impact of GenAl adoption and disclosure on consumer behavior, along with the
underlying mechanisms and potential mitigation strategies (Cillo & Rubera, 2024), especially

as previous research shows that consumers tend to distrust algorithms (Mahmud et al., 2022).

Adpvertising disclosure represents another key regulation that affects how creator content
is presented to consumers (path [e]). It aims to distinguish between sponsored and editorial
content. Influencer marketing resembles native advertising because, without disclosure, the
association between creators and sponsoring brands can be blurred, potentially misleading
consumers to believe that brand endorsements represent independent opinions (Evans et al.,
2017). To prevent deceptive practices and ensure that creators’ brand endorsements comply

with the law, regulatory bodies have published guidelines? on advertising disclosure. The

2 Karagiir et al. (2022) provide an overview of disclosure regulations
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Federal Trade Commission (2019), for instance, requires any material connection between
creators and sponsoring brands to be disclosed in a way that is hard to miss and easy to
understand for consumers. Depending on the modality, creators should include text labels or
verbal disclaimers. In addition, platforms like Instagram (“Paid partnership with [brand]”) have
developed standardized disclosures. Despite these regulations, sponsored content often still is
not properly disclosed, leading to penalties by the Federal Trade Commission (2017). A reason
for the resistance to advertising disclosure could be creators fearing that followers will perceive
them as compromising their authenticity by being commercially motivated. To mitigate this
threat and preserve their long-term relationships with followers, creators may employ various

authenticity management strategies (Audrezet et al., 2020).

2.1.3 Crowd-patronage monetization

Creators can also explore alternative monetization models on crowd-patronage
platforms (path [f]) to safeguard their authenticity from brand deals. Platforms like Patreon have
gained popularity by providing subscription-based financial support for creators (Lin et al.,
2022). Like traditional social media, creators curate a presence by sharing content and providing
a space for interaction. The key difference, however, is that on crowd-patronage platforms one
must become a paying subscriber to access the creator community. This way, creators can earn
a recurring revenue stream that may reach thousands of US dollars monthly. Patreon (n.d.)
describes its mission as providing creators with an environment to develop a sustainable
business and gain creative autonomy by leveraging direct connection with subscribers and
ensuring independence from brands as well as social media algorithms. In return, they take a

small percentage of each transaction.
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Crowd-patronage models allow creators to focus on their personal brands and intimate
community relationships. Subscribers should be more satisfied with the content they receive,
for instance, by feeling a stronger sense of community (Volkmer & Meifiner, 2024). In a recent
interview study by Bleier et al. (2024), a creator underlined this perspective, explaining that he
offers his community more relevant and valuable content, which they are willing to pay for and
appreciate more than brand endorsements. The attractiveness for creators and consumers is
evident in the numbers: Over 250,000 creators and 15,000,000 memberships are currently
active on Patreon, with a rising trend (Graphtreon, n.d.). However, the distribution of
subscription revenues is skewed, and creators often fail to earn substantial incomes (Regner,
2021). How creators can secure subscription funding as a viable monetization strategy requires

more research (Bleier et al., 2024; Edeling & Wies, 2024).

2.2 Research areas, gaps, and paper contributions

Building on the interdependencies in the creator economy discussed in section 2.1, we?

identify four main research areas that will be reviewed in the remainder of this chapter section:

Area 1: How do consumers respond to the adoption of GenAl for content marketing and

how can creators manage potential pitfalls

e Area 2: How do consumers cope with sponsored content and how can creators enhance
the effectiveness of brand endorsements

e Area 3: How can creators successfully tap into crowd-patronage platforms

e Area 4: How can creators visually design appealing product presentations

3 In the context of the four papers included in this dissertation, first-person person plural pronouns, such as ‘us’,
refer to the team of authors.
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The four papers included in this dissertation address distinct gaps within each of these
research areas. Figure 2 displays how the papers cover the different components of the creator
economy framework outlined in Figure 1. While paper 1 (purple) emphasizes consumer
responses to creators and brands adopting GenAl for content creation, paper 2 (dark blue)
investigates consumer reactions to visual product placement cues in sponsored content. Paper
3 (light blue) explores factors in creators’ social media content associated with consumer
conversion toward crowd-patronage platforms, and paper 4 (green) assesses the impact of
content design consistency in visual product ensemble presentations on consumers’ information
processing and evaluations. The papers offer comprehensive and cohesive insights into the
creator economy by informing creators how to post editorial and brand-related sponsored
content to successfully grow and monetize their social influence while considering key

regulations and alternative monetization strategies.

Figure 2. Mapping papers within the creator economy framework.
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2.2.1 Research area 1: Consumer responses to Al-generated content

The literature on GenAl marketing is still young but rapidly growing. Discussing
research opportunities on GenAl marketing communications, Cillo and Rubera (2024) outlined
two important directions: How can GenAl be utilized to engage consumers, and how do
consumers react to GenAl adoption and disclosure? Focusing on the first direction, extant
research has covered a range of GenAl use cases and modalities, including textual, visual, and
auditory. Noy and Zhang (2023) showed that text-generating Al can significantly improve
worker productivity and output quality across diverse writing tasks relevant to marketing. A
study by Reisenbichler et al. (2022) demonstrated that GenAl can effectively draft landing
pages that, with human editing, can yield superior search engine optimization performance.
Furthermore, GenAl can write expert product reviews indistinguishable from human craft
(Carlson et al., 2023) and effectively adjust ad messages to match consumers’ personality traits
(Matz et al., 2024). In investigating image-generating Al, Zhou and Lee (2024) examined
artwork communities and found that GenAl enhances artist productivity but dilutes the novelty
of output. Nevertheless, Al-generated marketing images can outperform human work regarding
perceived quality and ad effectiveness (Hartmann et al., 2024), and they may be tailored to
convey specific brand personality attributes (Jansen et al., 2024). Some studies have also
investigated voice-generating Al. Zhang et al. (2024) showed that TikTok creators produce
novel videos more frequently when adopting Al-generated voices. In a field experiment by Luo
et al. (2019), Al-voiced chatbots matched experienced professionals in generating sales if their
identity was not disclosed. GenAI’s multimodal content creation capabilities also hold great
potential for virtual influencers, enabling them to autonomously build strong connections in the

creator economy through personalized interactions (Sorosrungruang et al., 2024).
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The second research direction on consumer reactions to GenAl adoption has been
explored less extensively. The study by Luo et al. (2019) showed that purchase rates dropped
by almost 80 percent when the Al-voiced chatbot was disclosed. Matz et al. (2024), however,
did not find differences in ad persuasiveness when revealing GenAl. In the field of analytical
Al, research indicates that consumers tend to distrust and reject algorithms despite superior
performance, a phenomenon referred to as algorithm aversion (Mahmud et al., 2022), although
some cases of algorithm appreciation do exist (Logg et al., 2019). However, exploring follower
responses to GenAl adoption in the interactive and relationship-driven creator economy, where

authenticity is a critical resource, poses a key research gap.

Paper 1 contributes to this research gap by investigating how social media followers
respond to their favorite creators and brands adopting GenAl for content creation. Following
creators and becoming part of their social media communities represents a deeply personal
choice that is driven by identity motives (Muntinga et al., 2011). When automating content
creation, creators partially relinquish their interactions with followers to Al. As suggested by
Ilicic and Webster (2016), inferences on how creators and brands approach communal
relationships could have ramifications for their perceived authenticity, a conclusion supported
by this paper. The paper also explores the impact of disclosure and how expressing human-Al
collaboration may moderate detrimental consequences for consumer engagement. Hence, the
paper addresses key research opportunities highlighted by Cillo and Rubera (2024), including
consumer responses to GenAl adoption in content marketing, the role of disclosing GenAl,

(human) brand associations propelling reactance, and potential mitigation strategies.
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2.2.2 Research area 2: Consumer responses to sponsored content

Advertising disclosure raises consumers’ recognition that content is advertising with
persuasive intent, which can trigger coping mechanisms related to persuasion knowledge
(Eisend et al., 2020). When consumers identify an interaction as a persuasion attempt, a change
in meaning occurs, leading them to evaluate it within this context (Friestad & Wright, 1994).
Researchers assume that consumers are skeptical of persuasion attempts like advertising, which
can include critical dispositions toward the accuracy of the content, intentions of the sender, or
appropriateness of the context (Obermiller & Spangenberg, 1998). Meta-analytic evidence by
Eisend and Tarrahi (2022) supports this assumption by showing that ad recognition triggers
marketer-unintended evaluations and behavioral responses. However, recent influencer
marketing studies have disagreed regarding the favorability of consumer responses.
Investigating Instagram creators, Karagiir et al. (2022) found that advertising disclosure reduces
the number of likes for respective posts. In contrast, Chen report positive effects of disclosure
on consumer engagement on video-sharing platforms. Given such discrepancies, academics
have focused on examining what drives sponsored content effectiveness, particularly regarding

the mechanisms and moderating factors of influencer persuasiveness (Ye et al., 2021).

Extant field studies emphasized the importance of creator characteristics for influencer
marketing effectiveness, particularly focusing on followership size to inform seeding decisions,
but the results are mixed. Beichert et al. (2024) report that micro-influencers create a higher
return on investment than macro-influencers due to stronger tie strength and engagement in
smaller creator communities. In contrast, Leung et al. (2022a) argued that creator size enhances
consumer engagement through higher creator credibility. Several studies explored the influence
of receiver characteristics and content matching. Argyris et al. (2020) showed a positive effect

of visual congruence between sponsored content and follower posts on follower engagement
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with sponsored content and endorsed brands. Results by Leung et al. (2022a) demonstrated an
inverted U-shaped relationship between follower-brand fit and engagement, suggesting an
optimal balance of increasing content relevance and avoiding saturation. Some studies also
revealed insights on content characteristics, primarily verbal rather than visual cues. Cascio
Rizzo et al. (2023) found that sensory language in brand endorsements enhances perceived
creator authenticity and consumer engagement. Cascio Rizzo et al. (2024) investigated high-
arousal language, revealing that it affects creator trustworthiness such that it increases
engagement for micro-influencers but reduces it for macro-influencers unless balanced in
valence. Gerrath and Usrey (2021) showed that creators remain credible in positive product
reviews by highlighting intrinsic motivation, and Leung et al. (2022a) demonstrated a positive
effect of brand salience in terms of textual brand mentions and links on consumer engagement.
However, studying consumer responses to the visual salience of products—how prominently a
brand is displayed—in perceived sponsored content, along with inferences about creator

authenticity, represents an important research gap.

Paper 2 contributes to this research gap by investigating the nuanced impact of ad
recognition on consumer responses to creator content. It explores the mechanisms of persuasion
by highlighting the roles of persuasion knowledge and perceived creator authenticity, as
suggested by Ye et al. (2021). Importantly, the paper examines the moderating influence of
visual product salience on the effectiveness of creators’ sponsored content. It thereby addresses
calls by Argyris et al. (2020) and Leung et al. (2022a) to move beyond text-based research and
shed light on visual cues that drive engagement with sponsored content on image-rich social

media platforms.
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2.2.3 Research area 3: Alternative monetization models

Few studies have explored how creators can successfully achieve subscription-based
funding on crowd-patronage platforms. Recently, Lin et al. (2022) investigated whether Patreon
creators should conceal or disclose their subscription income and the percentage of posts on
Patreon they should place behind a paywall. The authors found that concealed earnings and a
high percentage of private posts increase subscriber count, arguing these strategies help foster
creator authenticity and brand differentiation. Regner (2021) identified measures of
communication quality, such as the use of images and length of creator profile descriptions,
that can affect funding success. Both articles investigated content strategies within crowd-
patronage platforms. Although these studies found a positive relationship between funding
success and tagging social media accounts on crowd-patronage profiles, they overlooked the
influence of content on social media, where creators tend to grow their community and gain

visibility.

A related body of research found that entrepreneurs can leverage rhetorical signals in
crowdfunding campaigns to attract financial support from individuals. Tajvarpour and Pujari
(2022) showed that signaling positive psychological capital, such as hope, optimism, resilience,
and confidence, can increase the likelihood of reaching funding goals as much as traditional
quality signals like prior campaign success. Emotional and cognitive tone have also been found
to positively affect campaign funding with diminishing impact over the campaign lifecycle,
whereas the use of communal language and linguistic style match can increase in effectiveness
over time (Moradi et al., 2024). Furthermore, rhetorical signals can complement substantive

signals to improve funding outcomes (Steigenberger & Wilhelm, 2018).

How creators display content on live-streaming social media has also been linked to

consumers’ intentions to support creators through one-off payments on these platforms. For
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example, streamers who can invoke feelings of social presence may benefit from viewers
feeling closer connections to the streamers and their communities, thereby enhancing viewers’
willingness to purchase virtual gifts (Guan et al., 2022). Lin et al. (2021) found that an effective
strategy to stimulate viewers’ tipping behavior is through emotional contagion by displaying
happiness, for instance, via facial expressions. Furthermore, streamers who emphasize
interaction and provide sources of identification and informational value can increase viewers’
emotional attachment, triggering higher donation success (Wan et al., 2017). However,
identifying which social media content design strategies can help creators to enhance crowd-

patronage success through follower conversion remains an impactful research gap.

Paper 3 contributes to this research gap by investigating how creators who offer crowd-
patronage models can design their social media content to convert followers across platforms
into paying subscribers. Specifically, it examines different rhetorical signals and posting
behaviors that creators can utilize to induce social, emotional, and functional consumption
values, stimulating consumers to commit financially and become part of the exclusive creator
communities. It also demonstrates how consumption values are interconnected, pointing to the
central role of social value in increasing subscription funding. The paper thus integrates insights
from crowd-patronage, project-based crowdfunding, and live-streaming research to inform
creators how to strategically design content to foster long-term connections with followers and
convert social media engagement into subscription-based funding. It thereby addresses the call
by Volkmer and Meillner (2024) to study content-related determinants of cross-platform
conversion for crowd-patronage success. This issue is crucial as crowd-patronage platforms

lack discoverability and depend on traffic from social media (Hair et al., 2022).
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2.2.4 Research area 4: Visual product presentations

Research in visual marketing communications mainly revolves around semantic content
and visual design. While semantic content has received significant scholarly attention over the
years, visual design remains comparatively underexplored (Affonso & Janiszewski, 2023). One
prominent stream of visual design research on social media has examined how image features
affect consumer engagement, yielding partially mixed results. Kanuri et al. (2024) combined
field and eye-tracking data to show that color complexity enhances consumers’ elaborative
processing and engagement. Overgoor et al. (2022) also investigated how image complexity
dimensions, including pixel-level feature complexity and object-level design complexity, affect
firm-generated content liking. Their study yielded nuanced findings, as feature complexity
followed an inverted U-shaped relationship with liking, while design complexity exhibited a U-
shaped relationship. Image symmetry and contrast positively influenced liking (Kostyk &
Huhmann, 2021). Notably, these low-level image characteristics can drive perceptual
processing fluency (Mayer & Landwehr, 2018), which comprises the ease of perceiving a
physical stimulus (Alter & Oppenheimer, 2009) and may account for the reported findings.
Berger et al. (2023) also highlighted the relationship between content design, processing
fluency, and consumer attention. However, their study focused on textual rather than visual

content features.

Product design literature has investigated how consumers evaluate visual typicality,
which is another antecedent of processing fluency (Mayer & Landwehr, 2018). Veryzer and
Hutchinson (1998) showed that products with typical designs induce more positive aesthetic
responses than atypical products. Furthermore, unity in design elements, such as shape and
texture, positively influenced aesthetic responses both directly and indirectly through typicality.

Heitmann et al. (2020) argued that the influence of product design typicality and processing
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fluency depends on brand characteristics. Analyzing car sales data, they demonstrated that high-
equity brands, compared to low-equity brands, achieve higher market share by designing cars

that align with typical brand features but deviate from features typical within their segment.

While research has explored fluency-related design features for single products, the
impact of visual design for product ensembles received little attention. This poses an important
issue for creators who increasingly present several products together. Combinatory
recommendations were found to signal creator expertise and drive ad performance (D’ Angelo
& Valsesia, 2023). Bell et al. (1991) showed that design complementarity of furniture items can
enhance aesthetic responses via perceived unity. On the other hand, Lam and Mukherjee (2005)
suggest that displaying two poorly coordinated products next to each other can reduce
evaluations and purchase intentions of a target product, but that good coordination provides no
benefits despite increasing perceived unity. In retail stores, Keh et al. (2021) showed that
multiple units of the same product can be arranged in an atypical and aesthetically appealing
way to enhance sales. However, investigating how stylistic consistency—the unity in design
styles among ensemble products—influences consumers’ processing fluency and evaluations,

particularly in relation to different style connotations, represents a research gap.

Paper 4 contributes to this research gap by exploring how creators and brands can design
visual ensembles of multiple products to appeal to consumers. It builds on Gestalt literature to
examine how ensemble liking is influenced by stylistic consistency. Importantly, the paper
emphasizes the mediating role of processing fluency in the ensemble context and shows that
conceptual fluency, referring to the ease of processing the meaning of a stimulus (Alter &
Oppenheimer, 2009), rather than perceptual fluency explains changes in liking. Moreover, it
stresses that the impact of stylistic consistency, specifically that of induced conceptual fluency,

is contingent on the dominant design style, which may vary regarding consumers’ connotations.
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3 Summary of papers

Having outlined the relevance of the four individual papers and their contributions to
the research areas, this chapter will briefly summarize the papers. The methodological approach

and key results will be emphasized, and a contribution statement will be given.

3.1 Paper 1

Briins, J. D., & Meifner, M. (2024).
Do you create your content yourself ? Using generative artificial intelligence for social media
content creation diminishes perceived brand authenticity.
Journal of Retailing and Consumer Services, 79, Article 103790.

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jretconser.2024.103790

3.1.1 Methodology

This paper utilized two types of online experimental studies to examine consumer
responses to GenAl adoption on social media. We employed two scenario-based experiments
in which followers were asked to envision their favorite creators and brands deciding to adopt
or not adopt GenAl technology for content creation. Moreover, in another experiment, we tested
how consumers respond to a specific social media post, created either by GenAl or humans,
without being informed of its origin, and whether their reactions change when GenAl is
disclosed as the source. This set-up of experimental studies had several benefits for
investigating our research question: 1) Collecting self-reported response data allowed us to

inquire about followers’ perceptions of sender authenticity, which represented the hypothesized
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mechanism of GenAl adoption effects. 2) While experimental social media research commonly
records participants’ reactions to senders they have not encountered before, scenario-based
designs allowed us to gather insights about real followers. Investigating established
relationships was paramount in our context of identity-driven consumption. 3) The online set-
up of our experiments provided a resource-efficient means to swiftly react to the growing
awareness of GenAl, capturing timely insights into consumer responses. At the time of our
investigation, Al disclosures were not rolled out on social media yet. However, they may
facilitate the investigation of GenAl adoption based on field data in the future to bolster our

findings’ ecological validity.

3.1.2 Results

The results show that consumers react negatively in terms of attitudes and behaviors if
their favorite creators and brands followed on social media decide to adopt GenAl for
automated content creation, compared to when they choose not to use the technology. This
finding aligns with previous reports of consumers’ algorithm aversion in the context of
automated decision-making. It extends the literature to creative endeavors, which are
increasingly exposed to novel GenAl technologies. Perceived authenticity is highlighted as the
underlying mechanism, thus pointing to the impairment of brand value and consumer
relationships, which are critical resources in the creator economy. Disclosing the adoption of
GenAl can affect consumer perceptions of messages and senders, triggering the outlined effects,
even when GenAl content is indistinguishable from human content. To mitigate detrimental
consumer responses, creators can emphasize that GenAl is used to assist rather than automate
content creation. This finding underscores the importance of highlighting human elements and

promoting a human-Al collaborative approach.
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3.1.3 Contribution statement

CRediT authorship contribution statement (from publication):

Jasper David Briins: Writing — review & editing, Writing — original draft, Visualization,
Validation, Project administration, Methodology, Investigation, Formal analysis, Data curation,

Conceptualization

Martin Meifsner: Writing — review & editing, Writing — original draft, Validation, Supervision,

Resources, Methodology, Formal analysis, Conceptualization
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3.2 Paper 2

Briins, J. D., & Meifiner, M. (2023).
Show me that you are advertising: Visual salience of products attenuates detrimental effects
of persuasion knowledge activation in influencer advertising.
Computers in Human Behavior, 148, Article 107891.

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chb.2023.107891

3.2.1 Methodology

This paper adopted an experimental methodology, manipulating visual product salience
in creator content to investigate its moderating impact on consumers’ reactance to perceived
ads. Experimental research is widely used in studies on reactance to sponsored content and the
influence of message characteristics (Hudders et al., 2021). For our research, this approach,
involving three studies*, was well-suited for several reasons: It facilitated a controlled and
precise manipulation of visual salience through brightness and color contrast. Measuring these
traits at scale in field data would have been challenging, as it requires accurate detection and
parsing of product depictions in complex visual environments, despite advances in image
analytics. Employing eye-tracking technology in a lab provided an opportunity to test if visual
salience captures bottom-up attention to products. Furthermore, the study design allowed us to
measure self-reported responses, such as ad recognition, creator integrity, and post skepticism,

providing comprehensive insights into how consumers perceive the content and the creator.

* The first of the three studies draws on data also used by Briins (2020), an unpublished undergraduate thesis
supervised by Prof. Dr. Martin Meifiner. This thesis focused on precursors to persuasion knowledge activation and
the impact of disclosure. Paper 2 emphasizes the downstream consequences of persuasion knowledge usage and
further introduces the mediating role of creator integrity while discussing how it is shaped by visual salience.
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3.2.2 Results

The results demonstrate that consumers’ recognition of advertising raises skepticism
toward creator content. This skepticism, in turn, harms creators by attenuating consumers’
evaluations and purchase intentions of presented brands and the likelihood of positive word-of-
mouth. The findings corroborate prior studies on consumer reactance to sponsored content in
the creator economy. They extend the literature by introducing creator integrity, a facet of
authenticity, as a mediating factor of ad recognition effects. Importantly, building on
congruence literature, the paper shows that creators can utilize visual product salience by
increasing relative brightness or color contrast to attract brand attention and mitigate the
negative consequences of consumers’ ad recognition. The paper thereby highlights the
modification of visual product salience as a novel content design strategy for creators to

enhance the persuasiveness of sponsored content.

3.2.3 Contribution statement

CRediT authorship contribution statement (from publication):

Jasper David Briins: Conceptualization, Methodology, Validation, Formal analysis,
Investigation, Data Curation, Writing - Original Draft, Writing - Review & Editing,

Visualization, Project administration

Martin Meifiner: Conceptualization, Methodology, Validation, Formal analysis, Resources,

Writing - Original Draft, Writing - Review & Editing, Supervision
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3.3 Paper 3

Volkmer', S. A, Briins’, J. D., & MeiBner, M. (2024). ' = shared first-authorship.

“If you like my social media content, support me on Patreon”:
Investigating the effects of social media content design on creator crowd-patronage success.

Working paper.

3.3.1 Methodology

This paper employed a multi-method approach with field and survey data to investigate
the relationship between social media content design and follower conversion into paying
subscribers. This approach was particularly suitable as it enabled the analysis of both actual
content characteristics and consumers’ perceived value driving conversion. For the field data,
we identified a list of creators who were active on the crowd-patronage platform Patreon and
used YouTube but no other traditional social media platform. We derived content design factors
related to social, emotional, and functional consumption values by harnessing YouTube video
metadata and text mining techniques applied to transcripts. As creators grow their following on
social media and transfer it to crowd-patronage platforms, this data presented a real-world
setting to connect creators’ YouTube content decisions with the proportion of followers
converted into Patreon subscribers. In the survey study, we sampled followers of YouTube
creators and asked them to envision their favorite creator offering a Patreon subscription. This
method enabled us to capture follower perceptions of the different consumption values provided
by creators and relate them to conversion intentions. Furthermore, the survey complemented

the field study by identifying a structure in the impact of perceived consumption values.
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3.3.2 Results

The results present distinct social media content strategies associated with creators’
success in converting followers into paying subscribers on crowd-patronage platforms.
Contextualizing consumption value theory to the creator economy, the findings of the field
study suggest that creators may enhance conversion by increasing follower-directed speech
(social value), minimizing negative emotional tone (emotional value), and uploading a higher
volume of content while placing a greater share of it behind the paywall (functional value). In
contrast, self-disclosure and positive emotional tone do not significantly affect conversion. The
survey study shows that the consumption values are interconnected in the context of crowd-
patronage. Followers’ subscription behavior is primarily driven by social value, which is
enhanced by emotional and functional values. These findings underline the vital role of social

bonds and relationship building to maximize monetization success in the creator economy.

3.3.3 Contribution statement

As a co-author, my responsibilities were as follows: I conceived the project idea,
research question, and conceptual design. Moreover, I collected the data for the field and survey
studies and analyzed it in agreement with the team. I was strongly involved in the writing
process of the working paper, particularly the sections on Study 1, Study 2, and the introduction.
To discuss the project with the academic community, I presented the working paper at the Asia-
Pacific Marketing Academy (APMA) Annual Conference 2023 in Guangzhou, China. I also
wrote the submission which was accepted to the Association for Consumer Research (ACR)

Annual Conference 2024 in Paris, France.
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3.4 Paper 4

Briins, J. D., MeiBner, M., Walz, S., & Talke, K. (2024).
Is consistency key? How stylistic consistency shapes product ensemble liking.

Working paper.

3.4.1 Methodology

This project utilized a multi-method approach, including field data and three
experimental studies conducted both online and in the lab with eye-tracking technology. In the
experimental studies, participants evaluated images of product ensembles in the fashion
context, which we manipulated based on stylistic consistency and design styles. The
experimental settings enabled us to employ controlled manipulations. Moreover, they allowed
us to collect self-reported data about participants’ information processing, thus providing
insights into conceptual and perceptual processing fluency as potential mediators of consistency
effects. Eye-tracking data complemented participants’ self-reported data, yielding further
evidence of the respective processing fluency mechanisms through physiological data. Archival
field data from Instagram bolstered the external validity of our findings by replicating the joint
influence of stylistic consistency and design styles on ensemble liking in the unique
environment of so-called virtual stylists, which is both realistic and yet highly controlled. In
sum, the methodological approach provided a rich variety of self-reported, physiological, and
archival data, offering comprehensive insights into consumer reactions to visual product

ensemble design and the underlying mechanism of processing fluency.
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3.4.2 Results

The results show that stylistic consistency in product ensembles can positively affect
consumers’ liking of the ensemble, aligning with Gestalt theory. Testing the underlying
mechanism, both conceptual and perceptual fluency are increased by stylistic consistency, but
only conceptual fluency mediates the effect on ensemble liking. This suggests that the influence
of stylistic consistency can be attributed to the fluent processing of an ensemble’s meaning
rather than its physical characteristics. The eye-tracking study supports this conclusion,
showing that variations in information processing related to perceptual fluency do not account
for changes in ensemble evaluations. Additionally, the paper shows that the ensemble’s design
style moderates the impact of stylistic consistency on ensemble liking, such that a positive effect
only occurs when the design style is positively, rather than negatively, connotated. The field

study further validates this relationship using creators’ Instagram posts.

3.4.3 Contribution statement

As a co-author, my responsibilities were as follows: I played a key role in refining the
original project conceptualization and framework developed by my co-authors. Moreover, I
collected the experimental data for Study 2a/b and the Instagram data for Study 3, and I
executed the analyses for all four studies in agreement with the team. I was substantially
involved in the writing process of the working paper, particularly the sections on Study 1, Study
2a/b, and Study 3. To discuss the project with the academic community, I presented the working
paper at the NeuroPsychoEconomics Conference 2023 in Granada, Spain. I also wrote the
submission which was accepted to the Association for Consumer Research (ACR) Annual

Conference 2024 in Paris, France.
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4 Discussion

4.1 Summary

This dissertation provided insights into content design strategies to enhance consumer
engagement on social media. It started by highlighting the relevance of social media and
consumer engagement for digital marketing success. Subsequently, it introduced the creator
economy as a rising phenomenon in which individuals create social media content to grow and
monetize social influence—a development traditionally dominated by influencer marketing
through brands. In the current creator economy, beyond brand partnerships, content-driven
interactions between creators and consumers are shaped by technological advances, disclosure
regulations to protect consumers, and crowd-patronage models. In a detailed background
section, the dissertation mapped key interdependencies in the creator economy, outlining the
tensions in which creators find themselves. It then integrated four relevant research areas and
explained how the individual papers contribute before summarizing their approaches and

results.

Four research gaps were addressed in this dissertation to enhance extant knowledge
about how creators can optimize their content strategies to foster authentic relationships and
sustainable monetization. The first paper showed that creators must be mindful when adopting
GenAl technology for content creation as this decision affects consumers’ authenticity
perceptions, though this effect can be mitigated when framing GenAl as an assistant. In the
second paper, modifying visual product salience crystallized as an effective strategy to alleviate
consumer reactance to sponsored content by bolstering perceived creator integrity. The third
paper presented distinct design factors in creators’ social media content—follower-directed
speech, negative emotional tone, upload volume, and exclusive content share—related to

follower conversion into paying subscribers on crowd-patronage platforms. The fourth paper
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underscored the impact of design style consistency in visual product ensembles on consumers’
processing fluency, which may enhance ensemble evaluations but depends on the design style
connotations. Addressing these four research gaps provides a comprehensive understanding of
how content creators can engage consumers in the evolving social media landscape,

emphasizing authentic expression and visual content design cues.

By employing a rich set of methods to investigate consumer behavior, this dissertation
responded to the call by Lim and Rasul (2022) for more rigorous research on social media
engagement through mixed-method approaches. Each paper adopted a quantitative empirical
approach with multiple studies to robustly test theoretically derived hypotheses about consumer
reactions toward content design. Through experiments or surveys in every project, primary data
collection enabled us to explore the mechanisms of consumer engagement. The respective self-
reported measures by participants represented an effective method to understand their
perceptions of the content and inferences about the senders. Additionally, eye-tracking data in
paper 2 and paper 4 enriched the self-reported data by offering insights into consumers’
attention allocation and information processing. In paper 3 and paper 4, we utilized archival
data from social media and crowd-patronage platforms to enhance the ecological validity of our

studies, demonstrating the real-world relevance of our findings.

Aside from advancing the scholarly literature, the findings from this dissertation have
tangible implications for content creators and brands aiming to achieve consumer engagement
and for policymakers concerned with consumer protection. First, it informs creators and brands
about the impact of disclosure regulations related to GenAl adoption and sponsored content.
These regulations involve significant pitfalls concerning negative shifts in consumer
perceptions of creator authenticity. However, this dissertation identifies content design

strategies to help maintain favorable attitudinal and behavioral consumer responses in both
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editorial and sponsored content, such as emphasizing human-Al collaboration or visually
highlighting products. These insights into regulatory efforts are also beneficial for policymakers
and social media platforms, as they indicate the effectiveness of such measures in informing
consumers. Second, this dissertation provides valuable advice for creators on designing content
to gain independence from brand deals through crowd-patronage. It underscores the importance
of delivering social value and presents a list of concrete rhetorical signals and posting behaviors
that may support creators in converting their followership into paying subscribers. It, therefore,
helps solve a fundamental dilemma of the creator business (Audrezet et al., 2020) and better
use the value inherent in a carefully nurtured creator brand. Third, this dissertation can guide
creators and brands aiming to visually present multiple products together, a task increasingly
requested in the creator economy (D’Angelo & Valsesia, 2023). It outlines conditions under
which consistent ensemble designs can positively affect consumer attitudes, providing highly

relevant knowledge in today’s visually driven social media landscape.

4.2 Outlook for future research

Beyond the scope of work covered in this dissertation, several areas for future research
could provide valuable insights into consumer engagement in the creator economy. Multiple
promising research questions are related to consumer responses to GenAl technology, which
will most likely continue to develop and shape how content is created and distributed on social
media. Selected potential venues will be outlined below, with a focus on connecting the various

research streams explored in the papers of this dissertation.

As demonstrated in paper 1, the adoption of GenAl by creators can have substantial
detrimental effects on consumer reactions, not because of differences in perceptual evaluations

but rather due to changes in perceived sender authenticity. It was also shown that message
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framing can mitigate this impact. As Al disclosure becomes more prevalent, some parallels to
advertising regulations can be drawn as both may trigger inferences about the sender. Paper 2
suggested that proactively enhancing the salience of commercial elements in sponsored content
can help preserve creator integrity and persuasiveness, aligning with the strategy of transparent
authenticity management (Audrezet et al., 2020). Similarly, a seemingly aggressive emphasis
on what GenAl has been used for in content creation and the reasons behind it might give
creators a transparency bonus that offsets detrimental consumer reactance. For instance,
creators can publish statements on how they integrate GenAl into content creation practices or
describe specific use cases of GenAl adoption in individual posts. Future research should
investigate the impact of such actions on follower perceptions of creator integrity. On a related
note, researchers could study consumer responses to sponsored content crafted with GenAl
The literature on creator authenticity stressed the importance of exuding passion for content
generation (Moulard et al., 2014) and endorsed brands in influencer marketing (Audrezet et al.,
2020). Automating content creation using GenAl could prompt consumers to infer a lack of
passion for the content, as shown in paper 1. It is reasonable to believe that these inferences
also spill over onto creators’ passion for endorsed brands in sponsored content as GenAl can
modify and prevent creators’ expression of authentic opinions. How creators should design and
communicate Al-generated sponsored content poses an important question against the

background of passionate authenticity management, as described by Audrezet et al. (2020).

Another interesting research venue is connected to virtual influencers—digital personas
engaging in the creator business—that are increasingly powered by GenAl to engage consumers
autonomously (Sorosrungruang et al., 2024). Paper 3 has shown that human creators can attract
more followers to their subscription-exclusive communities by providing distinct social,
emotional, and functional consumption values. However, it is not clear whether virtual

influencers can also tap into crowd-patronage. Consumption values have not been
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contextualized to virtual influencers yet, and the associated content design cues may differ. For
instance, uploading a higher content volume may be perceived differently for humans and
virtual Al-empowered agents as the latter are not restricted to natural output limits. Similarly,
displaying emotions is regarded as a human-nature attribute (Haslam et al., 2008), and virtual

influencers may not be able to generate emotional value for consumers.

GenAl is also increasingly adopted to provide consumers with appealing product
ensembles. The company Stitch Fix, for instance, uses GenAl trained on human professionals’
styling advice to recommend fashion outfits while accounting for current inventory and
consumers’ previous purchasing behavior (Forbes, 2024b). Some research considered Al-based
recommendations for individual products (Longoni & Cian, 2022), but perceptions of Al-
generated recommendations for product combinations have remained unexplored. Paper 4
examined responses to stylistic consistency in ensembles created by humans. How consumers
evaluate ensembles created by GenAl and, particularly, if inferences about designer expertise

also transfer to GenAl, warrants further research (D’Angelo & Valsesia, 2023).

Unrelated to GenAl technology, three further overarching trends shall be mentioned that
may pose fruitful venues for future research on consumer engagement in the creator economy.
First, while creators use digital platforms to scale their reach (Peres et al., 2024), they
increasingly extend their digital personas to physical spaces, offering fans live experiences,
tangible products, or participation in real-world events. Consider, for instance, the podcast host
Andrew Huberman offering live shows in the Sydney Opera House, video blogger David
Dobrik entering the restaurant business, or the brothers Logan and Jake Paul attracting global
attention to their emerging boxing careers. Future research could investigate how these offline
formats can best be integrated into creators’ content strategies to foster an authentic brand and

monetization success.
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Second, while visual content continues to dominate the social media landscape, audio is
gaining popularity with the rise of mediums like podcasts, livestreams, and short-form videos.
Vocal features can be linked to states and traits of speakers, such as emotions, stress, and
confidence (Hildebrand et al., 2020). Prior research has explored how vocal features affect
persuasion success in the context of crowdfunding pitches (Wang et al., 2021), but editorial
content generation in the creator economy has been overlooked. Akin to paper 3, which focuses
on creators’ rhetorical signals, future research may theorize and examine vocal cues associated

with consumer engagement and their willingness to provide monetary support to creators.

Third, social media platforms have been associated with negative effects on consumers’
well-being (Allcott et al., 2020) and some viral trends even caused the death of young kids who
mimicked behavior observed online (Bloomberg, 2022). Since a large portion of the young
population looks up to creators and aspires to be like them, promoting safety and well-being
represents a critical research area in the creator economy (Peres et al., 2024). Future work could
investigate the roles of creators in promoting healthy behaviors and self-perceptions, the
influence of algorithms on content consumption patterns, and the potential for platforms to offer
educational campaigns on digital safety. As the creator economy continues to grow, it is
paramount to deepen our understanding how to maximize the economic and social benefits for

all stakeholders.
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