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Instabrand: A Deep-Dive into Influencer Marketing 

Celebrities have been known to endorse products, forming a partnership that benefits 

both the business and the celebrity by targeting the audience. They use their own familiarity as 

“credibility” to sell products. This has proven to be an effective strategy, as a familiar face boosts 

desirability and drives up sales (Editor, 2018). If a product has familiar ties, a consumer becomes 

more comfortable with the advertised product. Human nature makes us want to be accepted by 

likeable people, and celebrities have the ultimate likability. An article for Scientific 

American reports that the appeal to fame comes from basic human needs, even though our 

desires vary (Kaufman, 2013).  

The familiarity of celebrities effectively becomes their credibility because of a common 

blind spot known as the authority bias (“Authority Bias,” n.d.). It is easier for consumers to listen 

to people in higher authority. Consumers assign this authority based on various criteria. 

Celebrities are more popular, and people have an innate desire to emulate them. Their popularity 

gives them authority. Likability gives them the power to influence. Modern societal structures 

make them out to be the ultimate examples of success and perfection. The media makes them 

even more attractive and familiar, which in turn makes consumers more susceptible to their 

recommendations. 
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Gigi Hadid for Maybelline at Walmart 

Celebrities have a built-in audience that makes money for brands, and they get paid to 

appear in advertisements. Over the years, Shaquille O’Neal has become more recognizable from 

his TV and commercial appearances than his years spent in the NBA. In a recent interview, 

O’Neal admitted that he has made more money since retiring because of his varied celebrity 

endorsement deals (Lauletta, 2018). No one gets more commercials than Shaq. From Carnival to 

Comcast, O’Neal has appeared in commercials for over a dozen different brands (Waxman, 

2013). 

During Super Bowl LII, Amazon aired an advertisement wherein Alexa lost her robot 

voice, forcing Amazon executives to enlist celebrity replacements. The commercial featured 

several large names from all over the entertainment industry, including Jeff Bezos himself. Other 

celebrities included were actress Rebel Wilson, actor Sir Anthony Hopkins, rapper and singer 

Cardi B, and TV chef Gordon Ramsey. The ad was so effective, it won USA Today’s 30th Ad 
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Meter, and Amazon released another ad playing on the same idea featuring comedians J.B. 

Smoove and Leslie Jones (Brady, 2018).  

Within the next two years, it is estimated that over 3 billion people will use social media 

(“Number” n.d.). The modern world is saturated by the media. Consequently, advertising has 

been integrated into where the attention is already focused, giving rise to a new kind of celebrity: 

the influencer. Influencer marketing blends the idea of celebrity endorsement with the new 

mainstream media (“What is Influencer Marketing” 2018). Brands partner with social media 

users with significant followings to expand their reach. Often, the influencer builds a targeted 

campaign to maximize profit. 

Alina Sepanski is a 20-year-old Psychology student in Denver, Colorado. She has 

partnered with The Limitless Girls, a social media influencer management company. She 

primarily uses Facebook and Instagram, where she has amassed over 1,000 followers on each 

platform. Through The Limitless Girls, she promotes a holistically healthy lifestyle, and she 

typically sells Juice Plus+ products, among other health products. Sepanski believes that on 

social media, it is key to “find a balance between posting advertising and posting lifestyle” 

(Alina Sepanski, personal communication, March 15, 2019). When discussing how and why she 

built her business around social media, she offers exclusive insight from someone inside the 

business, saying: 

Social media provides a way for me to mesh together my life with my business 

and the product. It doesn’t limit me to showing people just the product. It lets me 

also show the affect on the actual person and how it fits in to an everyday life. 

Showing my life helps the consumer see how it could come into play in their life. 

(Sepanski, 2019) 

https://www.thelimitlessgirls.com/
https://www.juiceplus.com/us/en/buy/capsules/juice-plus-fruit-vegetable-berry-blend-capsules?gclid=EAIaIQobChMI3pah1c3n4AIVg7bACh0VGAIuEAAYASAAEgL3s_D_BwE


 Matlock 4 

 

Sepanski wants to attract people, and she feels like being too obvious is a turn off. Her posts 

usually focus on how much she loves her diet and fitness programs, but she typically does not 

like to admit to selling supplements until someone messages her in response to her call to action. 

She summed up her own views on social media advertising: 

If the creator is providing truthful information, any advertising is okay… People 

should not say things like, ‘You can lose 30 pounds in 10 days!’ or make false 

claims about their product. It ruins the process for the consumer and give them 

false hope. It also has a negative impact on those people that go about doing their 

business properly. (Sepanski, 2019) 

Alina Sepanski working at a coffee shop 
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This marketing strategy has proved to be incredibly effective. Two Slovakian professors, 

Dr. Zdenka Kádeková and Dr. Mária Holienčinová, conducted a study that establishes the 

presence and power of social media influencers, explaining why their brand partnerships are 

successful and viable (2018). The article stresses the importance of the consumer’s relationship 

to the influencer and by proxy, the consumer’s relationship with the brand that is being 

represented. The article focuses on a study that was conducted to measure the impact influencers 

have had on Generations Y and Z’s consumer behavior.  

The professors examined the differences between the generations, determining whether 

an influencer could attract new customers and influence them to purchase the promoted product. 

Through the study, Kádeková and Holienčinová found that there are significant differences 

between the generations, allowing them to determine appropriate marketing opportunities (2018). 

For anyone unfamiliar with social media influencers, these findings would establish just how 

significant influencers can be in the world of marketing (Kádeková & Holienčinová, 2018).  

Amy Bellgardt, from Oklahoma City, Oklahoma, is a 43-year-old single mother of two 

boys, aged 10 and 18. She has been blogging since 2008, when social media was still in its early 

stages. Bellgardt has since created 2 successful blogs, MomSpark and My 40 Life. MomSpark, 

her first blog, quickly rose to prominence. Bellgardt created partnerships with advertisers, taking 

several sponsorships from brands like Lands’ End and Hasbro. On Facebook, she has amassed 

over 230,000 followers, on Twitter, over 75,000, and on Instagram, she has over 13,000. Amy 

always complies with the CMA, and she emphasizes their importance: 

https://momspark.net/
https://momspark.net/mom-spark-media/
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For an online influencer like myself, FTC disclosure guidelines are required for 

all of my sponsored or affiliate content I post online. This disclosure creates trust 

and transparency between myself and the reader. Unlike some celebrity 

influencers who fail to disclose when posting paid content, I would be breaking 

the FTC rules if I didn’t. From a consumer’s perspective, clarity in the form of 

full disclosure is key for my trust. (Amy Bellgardt, personal communication, 

April 14, 2019) 

MomSpark on a laptop 

Sometimes, she tries to keep her advertisements subtle, blending them into the story she 

is trying to tell. This business has been her life for over 10 years, so her approach is rooted in 

experience and the identity she has created for her brand. She does this because she believes, “A 

good sponsored post should have the same storytelling strength and feel as a non-sponsored one, 

with proper disclosure, of course. It goes back to the importance of authenticity and 
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transparency, and it is definitely an art that I’m still practicing and trying to perfect” (Bellgardt 

2019).  

One peer-reviewed article, “Factors Affecting YouTube Influencer Marketing 

Credibility,” considers influencer marketing, particularly on YouTube, and evaluates its 

effectiveness in terms of credibility (Xiao, 2018). It examines online surveys and gathers the 

findings of several scholars, concluding that YouTube influencer marketing is successful. 

Consumers perceive YouTubers to be particularly credible. The findings established that people 

consider trustworthiness, social influence, argument quality, and involvement when establishing 

credibility from YouTube sources. The results also make it clear that there is a strong correlation 

between audience perception and brand or influencer attitudes. It puts the controversy within a 

greater context, putting credibility above whether the influencer was transparent about the 

sponsorship (Xiao, 2018).  

An advertisement encouraging influencer partnerships 
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The release of the Competition Markets Authority (CMA)’s guidelines sparked the 

debate over influencer marketing freedom. One article called “Influencing the Influencer – How 

To Be #CMAcompliant” does a approaches influencer marketing from the perspective of the 

CMA (Suleman, 2019). The article describes the new limitations set on influencer marketing by 

the CMA, along with guidelines recently released by the Advertising Standard Authority. The 

article simply reports on what these guidelines are, pointing out that before these came out, 

influencers were largely unregulated. Basically, the CMA states that all individuals who use their 

platform for promotion are liable to substantial fines, banning of content, or civil and criminal 

liability if they do not clearly label their content that they were paid to post. The CMA 

particularly holds brands responsible for what influencers post, even if the brand had no 

knowledge of their content. If “payment” is involved, they will be held liable, and the guidelines 

explicitly states that “payment” is meant in the broadest sense (Suleman, 2019). 

Magazines are a prime example of celebrities and influencers in advertising 
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Recently, several influencers came under fire promoting a controversial mental health 

service known as BetterHelp (Alexander, 2018). Further, influencer media played a huge role in 

the promotion of the disaster known as Fyre Festival (Kleinman, 2019). British journalist 

Angharad Neagle wrote a piece for the Western Mail on the incidents that sparked the debate 

over influencer responsibility (2019). The article lists some celebrities who pledged to respect 

the CMA’s new guidelines and goes on to establish the effectiveness of influencer marketing. 

Then, the article describes influencers as people with both credibility and relationships with their 

consumers, making them extremely valuable to brands. It goes on to point out some positive and 

negative advertisements posted by influencers, directly attacking Fyre Festival. The piece also 

touches on how much money is thrown around deals like this, detailing how much influencers 

are paid and how much consumers are subject to lose. The author ends by asserting that the 

CMA’s guidelines are crucial for protecting influencer marketing from abuse like these. These 

incidents have sparked talks of heavier regulations on influencer media (Neagle, 2019). 

Social media influencers’ perspectives on the issue fall across the board, but there is one 

common perspective among those who rely on social media marketing for consistent income. For 

them, a typical sponsored post will focus more on a related story than the product itself. That 

said, these influencers acknowledge that it would be best for them to maintain their audience’s 

trust and comply with the CMA’s guidelines.  

In the view of marketers like Alina Sepanski and Amy Bellgardt, an influencer posting 

about a product can be subtle about the fact that the post was sponsored. This is clever 

marketing, and the influencer can make this choice at their own discretion, considering their 

audience. For example, someone with a younger audience should be more forthcoming about the 

ad. They believe that an influencer does have the right to post whatever they want, but the 
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purchasing research ultimately rests on the consumer. They want their advertising to fit their 

image, and that can mean placing a stronger emphasis on storytelling than complete 

transparency. After all, if posts lose “like”-ability, they can lose their power.  
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