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Abstract: Influencer marketing has become a defining feature of the 

contemporary digital economy, fundamentally reshaping how brands 

communicate with consumers through socially embedded digital creators and 

platform-mediated interactions. Although the field has expanded rapidly 

across marketing, communication, psychology, and media studies, its 

theoretical development remains fragmented, with existing research 

predominantly relying on isolated explanatory perspectives to examine 

credibility, engagement, parasocial interaction, social learning, and consumer 

behaviour. This study addresses this conceptual limitation through a critical, 

integrative, and theory-building review of the influencer marketing literature. 

Drawing upon a comprehensive synthesis of scholarly research and recent 

developments in digital platforms, creator economies, algorithmic governance, 

and social commerce, the review critically evaluates the evolution of influencer 

marketing from celebrity endorsement to an adaptive socio-technical 

ecosystem. Building upon this synthesis, the study develops Adaptive Digital 

Influence Theory (ADIT) as an integrative middle-range framework that 

reconceptualises digital influence as a recursive, adaptive, and platform-

mediated process emerging from the interaction of adaptive credibility, 

relational engagement, algorithmic mediation, adaptive co-evolution, and 

behavioural feedback. By integrating previously fragmented theoretical 

traditions within a unified explanatory architecture, ADIT extends the 

conceptual boundaries of influencer marketing research while providing a 

coherent foundation for future empirical investigation. The review concludes 

that understanding influencer marketing requires a shift from linear models of 

persuasion towards adaptive systems of digital influence, thereby contributing 

to the theoretical advancement of influencer marketing, digital marketing, 

platform studies, and consumer behaviour research. 

 

Keywords: Influencer Marketing; Adaptive Digital Influence Theory (Adit); 

Digital Marketing; Platform Economy; Creator Economy; Social Media 
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Introduction  

 

The rapid expansion of digital platforms has fundamentally transformed the architecture of 

contemporary marketing by reshaping how consumers discover information, evaluate brands, 

and make purchasing decisions. Within this evolving digital economy, influencer marketing 

has emerged as one of the most significant mechanisms through which commercial 

communication is created, circulated, and legitimised. Unlike traditional advertising, where 

persuasive authority primarily resides with organisations and mass media, influencer marketing 

operates through socially embedded creators who cultivate credibility, authenticity, and 

sustained engagement with online communities. Consequently, digital influence has evolved 

beyond celebrity endorsement into a complex socio-technical phenomenon situated at the 

intersection of consumer behaviour, communication, platform governance, creator economies, 

and digital commerce (Abidin, 2016; Khamis, Ang, & Welling, 2017; Lou & Yuan, 2019). 

 

The growing strategic importance of influencer marketing has been accompanied by an 

unprecedented expansion of academic research. Studies have examined diverse aspects of 

influencer effectiveness, including source credibility, parasocial relationships, electronic word-

of-mouth, authenticity, audience engagement, purchase intention, brand trust, social 

identification, and algorithmically mediated content dissemination. This expanding body of 

scholarship has significantly advanced understanding of how influencers shape consumer 

attitudes and marketplace behaviour across digital platforms. Recent systematic reviews further 

indicate that influencer marketing has matured into an established interdisciplinary research 

domain drawing upon marketing, communication studies, psychology, sociology, information 

systems, and media studies (Leung et al., 2022; Han & Balabanis, 2024). The richness of this 

literature reflects both the commercial significance of influencer marketing and its increasing 

relevance within the broader transformation of the platform economy. 

 

Despite this remarkable intellectual progress, theoretical development has not advanced with 

the same degree of integration as empirical research. Existing studies have relied upon a wide 

range of theoretical perspectives—including Source Credibility Theory, Social Learning 

Theory, Parasocial Interaction Theory, Word-of-Mouth Theory, and Uses and Gratifications 

Theory—to explain specific dimensions of influencer marketing. Each perspective provides 

valuable insights into particular psychological, behavioural, or communicative mechanisms; 

however, these theories have largely evolved independently, resulting in a fragmented 

theoretical landscape in which individual mechanisms are frequently examined in isolation. At 

the same time, influencer marketing itself has undergone profound transformation through the 

emergence of algorithmically curated platforms, creator economies, artificial intelligence, 

social commerce, and data-driven recommendation systems. These developments have 

fundamentally altered how digital influence is generated, amplified, and sustained, raising 

important questions regarding the continued adequacy of existing theoretical explanations for 

increasingly adaptive and platform-mediated environments. 

 

This emerging disconnect between empirical advancement and theoretical integration 

constitutes the central motivation for the present review. While previous reviews have made 

substantial contributions by synthesising empirical findings, categorising research themes, or 
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identifying methodological trends, comparatively limited attention has been devoted to 

reconstructing the theoretical architecture underpinning influencer marketing. As a result, the 

field possesses considerable empirical sophistication but lacks an overarching conceptual 

framework capable of explaining how psychological, relational, technological, behavioural, 

institutional, and commercial mechanisms interact within contemporary digital ecosystems. 

Addressing this theoretical gap is essential not only for advancing academic understanding but 

also for providing a more coherent foundation for future empirical inquiry into rapidly evolving 

forms of digital influence. 

 

Against this backdrop, the present study moves beyond a conventional narrative review by 

adopting a critical and theory-building approach. It systematically synthesises the major 

theoretical traditions underpinning influencer marketing, critically evaluates their 

complementary strengths and conceptual limitations, and examines how the evolution of digital 

platforms has reshaped the nature of influence itself. Building upon this synthesis, the study 

develops Adaptive Digital Influence Theory (ADIT) as an integrative middle-range framework 

for explaining digital influence as an adaptive, recursive, and platform-mediated process. 

Rather than replacing established theories, ADIT reconstructs their relationships within a 

unified conceptual architecture capable of explaining how credibility, relational engagement, 

algorithmic mediation, adaptive co-evolution, and recursive behavioural feedback collectively 

generate and sustain digital influence within contemporary platform ecosystems. 

 

Accordingly, this review makes three principal contributions to the literature. First, it critically 

synthesises and reinterprets the fragmented theoretical foundations of influencer marketing 

within a coherent explanatory narrative. Second, it advances Adaptive Digital Influence Theory 

as an original integrative framework that extends the explanatory scope of existing theoretical 

perspectives while preserving their individual strengths. Third, it outlines a future research 

agenda that positions influencer marketing within the wider transformation of the digital 

economy, thereby providing a conceptual foundation for subsequent theoretical refinement and 

empirical investigation. By repositioning influencer marketing as an adaptive socio-technical 

system rather than a collection of isolated persuasive mechanisms, the study seeks to contribute 

to a more comprehensive and theoretically integrated understanding of digital influence in the 

platform era. 

 

Objectives of the Study 

 

The major objectives of this research paper are as follows: 

1. To analyse the role of social media platforms in the growth of influencer marketing. 

2. To study the impact of influencer marketing on consumer behaviour and purchasing 

decisions. 

 

Research Methodology 

 

The present study is based on secondary data collected from journals, books, research articles, 

industry reports, digital marketing studies, and scholarly databases. Relevant literature was 

reviewed to understand the conceptual and practical dimensions of influencer marketing. The 
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study adopts an analytical and descriptive research design to critically evaluate existing theories 

and practices associated with influencer marketing. 

 

Secondary research is highly appropriate for analysing digital marketing phenomena because it 

enables researchers to synthesize findings from multiple disciplines including marketing, 

psychology, communication studies, economics, and information technology.  

 

Concept of Influencer Marketing 

 

Influencer marketing is a strategic form of social media marketing in which brands collaborate 

with influential individuals to promote products, services, or ideas to targeted audiences. 

Influencers typically possess specialized knowledge, social credibility, or expertise within a 

particular domain such as fashion, fitness, technology, education, gaming, travel, finance, or 

beauty. 

 

According to Brown and Hayes (2008), influencer marketing involves identifying individuals 

who have influence over potential buyers and orienting marketing activities around these 

influencers. Influencers create persuasive communication because audiences often perceive 

them as trustworthy peers rather than direct advertisers. 

 

The fundamental principle of influencer marketing is rooted in social influence theory, which 

suggests that individuals modify their behaviour based on the opinions and actions of influential 

people within social groups. Influencers shape consumer decisions through recommendations, 

reviews, tutorials, storytelling, lifestyle integration, and experiential content. 

 

Influencer marketing differs significantly from traditional advertising in several ways: 

Traditional Advertising Influencer Marketing 

One-way communication Interactive communication 

Corporate-controlled messaging Personality-driven messaging 

Mass audience targeting Niche audience targeting 

Low personalization High personalization 

Limited engagement High audience engagement 

The effectiveness of influencer marketing is largely determined by audience trust, authenticity, 

reliability, and engagement levels. 

 

Evolution of Influencer Marketing 

 

The roots of influencer marketing can be traced back to traditional celebrity endorsements used 

in television and print advertising. Celebrities such as athletes, actors, and musicians were 

frequently employed by companies to promote products because of their popularity and public 

appeal. 

 

However, the emergence of social media transformed the influencer landscape. Digital 

platforms democratized influence by enabling ordinary individuals to build large online 
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audiences through content creation. As a result, micro-influencers and niche content creators 

gained substantial marketing value. 

 

The evolution of influencer marketing can be divided into the following phases: 

5.1 Celebrity Endorsement Era 

Before the rise of social media, companies relied heavily on celebrities for brand promotions. 

This strategy was expensive and often lacked audience interaction. 

 

5.2 Blogging and Content Creation Era 

During the early 2000s, bloggers emerged as influential opinion leaders in industries such as 

fashion, technology, and travel. Blogs enabled content creators to establish authority and 

influence purchasing decisions. 

 

5.3 Social Media Influencer Era 

The launch of platforms such as Instagram, YouTube, and TikTok revolutionized influencer 

marketing. Content creators developed highly engaged communities and became commercially 

valuable to brands. 

 

5.4 Data-Driven Influencer Marketing Era 

Modern influencer marketing increasingly relies on artificial intelligence, analytics, audience 

segmentation, and performance metrics. Brands now evaluate influencers using engagement 

rates, audience demographics, click-through rates, and conversion statistics. 

According to Lou and Yuan (2019), influencer marketing has evolved into a sophisticated 

marketing ecosystem characterized by algorithmic visibility, audience targeting, and 

measurable return on investment. 

 

Types of Influencers 

 

Influencers can be classified according to audience size, expertise, and platform specialization. 

Mega influencers possess millions of followers and typically include celebrities, athletes, and 

entertainment personalities. They provide extensive brand exposure but involve high 

collaboration costs. Macro influencers generally have between 100,000 and one million 

followers. They often specialize in content niches such as fashion, fitness, technology, or travel. 

Micro influencers usually possess between 10,000 and 100,000 followers. They are valued for 

high engagement rates and stronger audience trust. Nano influencers have smaller audiences 

but maintain close personal relationships with followers. They are increasingly preferred for 

local and community-based marketing. 

 

Research indicates that micro and nano influencers often generate higher engagement rates than 

mega influencers because followers perceive them as more authentic and relatable (Djafarova 

& Rushworth, 2017). 
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Theoretical Foundations of Influencer Marketing 

 

Influencer marketing is supported by several theories from communication, sociology, 

psychology, and marketing disciplines. Source credibility theory is one of the most influential 

theoretical frameworks explaining the effectiveness of influencer marketing. The theory 

proposes that the persuasiveness of a communication message depends largely on the 

credibility of the individual delivering the message. In the context of influencer marketing, 

audiences are more likely to trust and accept recommendations from influencers who are 

perceived as knowledgeable, honest, experienced, and authentic. The concept of source 

credibility was originally developed within communication and persuasion research. It 

emphasizes two major dimensions: 

1. Expertise 

2. Trustworthiness 

Expertise refers to the perceived knowledge, competence, or skill possessed by an influencer 

in a particular domain. For example, technology reviewers are considered credible when 

discussing electronic products, while fitness influencers are viewed as reliable sources 

regarding health and exercise-related products.  

 

Trustworthiness refers to the extent to which audiences perceive influencers as honest, 

transparent, and sincere. Influencers who frequently engage in misleading promotions or 

excessive sponsorships may lose audience trust and credibility. 

 

Research indicates that consumers are more likely to purchase products endorsed by influencers 

who demonstrate high credibility levels. According to Lou and Yuan (2019), influencer 

credibility significantly affects consumer trust, purchase intentions, and brand attitudes. 

 

Authenticity is closely associated with source credibility. Audiences prefer influencers who 

maintain consistency between personal identity and promotional content. Genuine storytelling, 

personal experiences, and transparent product reviews strengthen influencer credibility. 

 

The effectiveness of source credibility theory in influencer marketing can also be explained 

through audience identification processes. Consumers often develop emotional attachments 

with influencers and perceive them as relatable personalities rather than commercial 

advertisers. 

 

However, the increasing commercialization of social media has raised concerns regarding 

authenticity erosion. Excessive brand partnerships and undisclosed sponsorships may reduce 

the perceived credibility of influencers. Therefore, organizations must carefully select 

influencers whose personal values align with brand identity and audience expectations. Source 

credibility remains a foundational principle in influencer marketing because trust functions as 

a critical determinant of digital consumer behaviour. 
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7.2 Social Learning Theory 

According to Bandura’s social learning theory, individuals learn behaviours through 

observation and imitation. Consumers often imitate influencer lifestyles, fashion choices, and 

consumption patterns. 

 

7.3 Parasocial Interaction Theory 

Parasocial relationships refer to one-sided emotional attachments developed by audiences 

toward media personalities. Social media influencers foster intimacy through regular 

interaction, personal storytelling, and audience engagement. 

 

7.4 Word-of-Mouth Marketing Theory 

Influencer marketing functions as an advanced form of electronic word-of-mouth 

communication. Positive recommendations from influencers significantly affect brand attitudes 

and purchase intentions. 

 

7.5 Uses and Gratifications Theory 

This theory explains why audiences consume influencer content. Users seek entertainment, 

information, inspiration, social connection, and identity formation through social media 

interactions. These theories collectively explain the psychological and behavioural mechanisms 

underlying influencer marketing effectiveness. 

 

Towards an Integrated Understanding of Digital Influence 

 
The preceding discussion has examined the principal theoretical perspectives that have shaped 

contemporary influencer marketing scholarship. Collectively, these perspectives have 

established a robust intellectual foundation for explaining how digital influence affects 

consumer cognition, emotion, behaviour, and marketplace interaction. Source Credibility 

Theory explains why audiences trust particular influencers; Social Learning Theory 

demonstrates how observational processes shape consumption behaviour; Parasocial 

Interaction Theory illuminates the formation of enduring psychological relationships between 

influencers and followers; Word-of-Mouth Theory explains the diffusion of recommendations 

through digital networks; and Uses and Gratifications Theory identifies the diverse motivations 

underlying audience engagement with influencer-generated content. Considered individually, 

each theory offers valuable explanatory insights into a specific dimension of digital influence. 

Together, they demonstrate that influencer marketing is a multidimensional phenomenon 

whose effectiveness depends upon the interaction of psychological, communicative, 

behavioural, and relational processes rather than any single persuasive mechanism. 

 

The coexistence of these theoretical traditions also reflects the interdisciplinary character of 

influencer marketing research. Unlike many established marketing concepts that developed 

primarily within a single disciplinary tradition, influencer marketing has evolved through the 

convergence of communication studies, consumer psychology, sociology, digital marketing, 

media studies, and information systems. This intellectual diversity has substantially enriched 

empirical research by providing multiple perspectives through which consumer trust, 

engagement, authenticity, identity formation, purchasing behaviour, and online interaction may 
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be examined. Consequently, the field now possesses an extensive theoretical repertoire capable 

of explaining numerous aspects of influencer effectiveness across different digital contexts. 

 

However, the increasing diversity of theoretical explanations also reveals a broader conceptual 

challenge. As influencer marketing has evolved from relatively simple social media 

endorsement into a technologically sophisticated platform ecosystem, the explanatory focus of 

research has become progressively dispersed across specialised theoretical domains. Individual 

studies frequently emphasise one theoretical perspective while giving comparatively limited 

attention to the complementary mechanisms highlighted by other traditions. As a result, 

credibility, engagement, observational learning, motivational gratification, relational 

attachment, algorithmic visibility, and commercial dynamics are often examined as analytically 

separate constructs despite operating simultaneously within the same digital environment. This 

tendency has generated a rich yet increasingly fragmented body of knowledge in which 

substantial empirical advancement has not always been accompanied by equivalent theoretical 

integration. 

 

The accelerating transformation of digital platforms further reinforces the need for such 

integration. Contemporary influencer marketing is no longer shaped solely by interpersonal 

communication between influencers and audiences. Instead, digital influence is increasingly 

conditioned by algorithmic recommendation systems, creator economies, artificial intelligence, 

social commerce, data-driven performance metrics, and continuously evolving platform 

governance. These developments have fundamentally expanded both the scale and the 

complexity of digital influence, creating interactions that extend beyond the explanatory 

boundaries of any individual theoretical perspective. While the foundational theories discussed 

in the preceding sections continue to provide indispensable insights, the contemporary digital 

environment requires a broader conceptual framework capable of explaining how their 

respective mechanisms interact, adapt, and reinforce one another within dynamic platform 

ecosystems. 

 

Accordingly, the next stage in the intellectual development of influencer marketing scholarship 

is not the replacement of existing theoretical traditions, but their systematic integration. The 

objective is neither to diminish the enduring contributions of the foundational theories nor to 

privilege one explanatory perspective above another. Rather, it is to develop a higher-order 

conceptual architecture through which their complementary insights may be interpreted as 

interconnected elements of a single adaptive process. It is from this perspective that the 

following section re-examines the theoretical foundations of influencer marketing, diagnoses 

the sources of conceptual fragmentation within the literature, and develops Adaptive Digital 

Influence Theory (ADIT) as an integrative framework for explaining the adaptive, recursive, 

and platform-mediated nature of digital influence in the contemporary digital economy. 

 

7.6 From Theoretical Fragmentation to Adaptive Digital Influence: Reframing the 

Intellectual Foundations of Influencer Marketing 

The intellectual evolution of marketing has historically paralleled transformations in the 

dominant sources of social influence. During the era of mass communication, persuasive 

authority was largely institutional, residing in corporations, traditional media organisations, and 
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celebrity endorsers whose influence was disseminated through one-directional channels of 

communication. The subsequent expansion of digital technologies and participatory media 

fundamentally altered this configuration by decentralising communicative authority and 

redistributing persuasive power among networked individuals capable of cultivating sustained 

relationships with geographically dispersed audiences (Khamis et al., 2017; Abidin, 2016). 

Within this transformed communicative landscape, influencer marketing has emerged not 

merely as another promotional technique but as a distinctive institutional mechanism through 

which commercial value, social legitimacy, and consumer trust are increasingly produced, 

negotiated, and circulated across digitally mediated environments (Lou & Yuan, 2019; 

Schouten et al., 2020). 

 

This transformation represents considerably more than the replacement of traditional celebrity 

endorsement by social media personalities. Rather, it reflects a deeper structural reconfiguration 

in the architecture of market influence itself. Unlike conventional advertising, where persuasive 

communication originated primarily from organisations seeking to transmit carefully controlled 

marketing messages, contemporary influencer marketing operates through decentralised 

networks of content creation, community participation, algorithmic recommendation, and 

continuous interpersonal interaction. Influence is therefore no longer exercised solely through 

organisational authority or media visibility; instead, it emerges through the dynamic interplay 

of perceived expertise, relational authenticity, platform affordances, consumer participation, 

and data-driven digital infrastructures (Casaló et al., 2020; Leung et al., 2022). Consequently, 

the phenomenon has expanded beyond the conceptual boundaries of advertising to become an 

integral component of the broader platform economy, where attention, credibility, engagement, 

and commercial exchange function as mutually reinforcing resources. 

 

Reflecting this rapid transformation, scholarly interest in influencer marketing has expanded at 

an unprecedented pace. What initially appeared as a specialised topic within digital marketing 

has evolved into an interdisciplinary field attracting sustained attention from marketing 

scholars, communication researchers, consumer psychologists, information systems specialists, 

and digital sociologists. Recent systematic reviews and meta-analyses demonstrate not only 

remarkable growth in publication volume but also increasing diversity in theoretical 

perspectives, methodological approaches, and research contexts (Han & Balabanis, 2024; 

Leung et al., 2022). Collectively, this expanding body of scholarship has established that 

influencer marketing significantly shapes consumer trust, purchase intention, brand 

engagement, electronic word-of-mouth, and long-term relationship formation across multiple 

digital platforms (Lou & Yuan, 2019; Ki & Kim, 2019; Schouten et al., 2020). 

 

Paradoxically, however, the rapid accumulation of empirical evidence has not been 

accompanied by a corresponding consolidation of theoretical understanding. Contemporary 

scholarship has generated substantial knowledge regarding individual determinants of 

influencer effectiveness, including source credibility, parasocial relationships, observational 

learning, self-identification, and motivational gratification. Yet these explanations have largely 

evolved within parallel intellectual traditions, each illuminating particular dimensions of digital 

influence while remaining conceptually bounded by its own disciplinary assumptions (Bandura, 

1977; Horton & Wohl, 1956; Lou & Yuan, 2019; Ki & Kim, 2019). As a consequence, the 
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literature increasingly resembles a collection of theoretically sophisticated yet analytically 

discrete explanations rather than a coherent framework capable of explaining influencer 

marketing as a unified phenomenon operating within contemporary digital ecosystems. 

 

This observation should not be interpreted as a criticism of the theoretical traditions that have 

shaped influencer marketing research. On the contrary, each has made a substantial and 

enduring contribution to understanding specific psychological and communicative processes 

underlying consumer influence. The challenge confronting contemporary scholarship is of a 

different order. Influencer marketing has evolved far more rapidly than the conceptual 

architectures through which it has traditionally been interpreted. The emergence of 

algorithmically curated platforms, creator economies, artificial intelligence, social commerce, 

and continuously adaptive recommendation systems has fundamentally altered the conditions 

under which influence is created, amplified, and sustained. Consequently, theoretical 

perspectives originally developed to explain relatively stable forms of interpersonal persuasion 

are increasingly required to interpret a phenomenon characterised by technological mediation, 

recursive feedback, and institutional complexity. 

 

Accordingly, the central question confronting influencer marketing scholarship is no longer 

whether existing theories remain valid—they unquestionably do—but whether they remain 

collectively sufficient to explain the adaptive nature of influence within the contemporary 

digital economy. Addressing this question requires moving beyond the application of individual 

theories towards a higher-order conceptual perspective capable of integrating their 

complementary insights while simultaneously accommodating the technological, relational, 

behavioural, and institutional transformations that now define digital influence. It is from this 

intellectual standpoint that the present review re-examines the theoretical foundations of 

influencer marketing and establishes the basis for proposing an Adaptive Digital Influence 

Theory, not as a replacement for existing theoretical traditions, but as an integrative explanatory 

framework through which their collective strengths may be understood within the realities of 

an increasingly intelligent and platform-mediated marketplace. 

 

Theoretical Fragmentation in the Platform Era: Why Existing Explanations Have Become 

Increasingly Insufficient 

The preceding discussion demonstrates that contemporary influencer marketing scholarship 

rests upon a rich yet diverse collection of theoretical traditions. These frameworks have 

undoubtedly advanced understanding of persuasion, trust formation, consumer engagement, 

and digital relationship building. Nevertheless, the continued expansion of empirical research 

has exposed a growing disconnect between the complexity of the phenomenon under 

investigation and the explanatory scope of the theories most frequently employed to interpret 

it. This disconnect should not be construed as evidence of theoretical failure. Rather, it reflects 

a broader process of theoretical fragmentation in which multiple perspectives explain discrete 

dimensions of influencer marketing with considerable sophistication but remain insufficiently 

integrated to account for its increasingly adaptive and platform-dependent character. 

Consequently, the central challenge confronting the field is no longer the absence of 

explanatory theories but the absence of an overarching conceptual architecture capable of 
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explaining how these diverse mechanisms operate collectively within contemporary digital 

ecosystems. 

 

One of the principal sources of this fragmentation lies in the transformation of influence itself. 

Classical theories conceptualise influence primarily as an interpersonal process generated 

through interactions between communicators and audiences. Whether influence originates from 

credibility, attractiveness, expertise, emotional attachment, or observational learning, 

persuasive effectiveness is ultimately understood as a consequence of human interaction. 

Contemporary digital platforms, however, have fundamentally altered this relationship. 

Visibility is increasingly determined by algorithmic recommendation systems; audience 

engagement is amplified or suppressed through platform-specific ranking mechanisms; 

commercial collaborations are mediated by data analytics; and artificial intelligence 

increasingly participates in content creation, recommendation, and audience segmentation. 

Under these conditions, persuasive influence can no longer be attributed exclusively to the 

characteristics of individual influencers. Instead, it emerges through continuous interactions 

among creators, consumers, algorithms, brands, technological infrastructures, and platform 

governance mechanisms. Influence has therefore evolved from an exclusively interpersonal 

phenomenon into a hybrid socio-technical process in which human agency and computational 

systems function simultaneously rather than independently. 

 

A second manifestation of theoretical fragmentation concerns the continued reliance on linear 

models of persuasion. Most established theoretical frameworks implicitly assume that 

communication follows a relatively stable sequence in which persuasive messages originate 

from a communicator, influence audience perceptions, and ultimately generate behavioural 

outcomes. Although this sequence remains valuable for explaining particular dimensions of 

consumer response, it provides only a partial representation of contemporary platform 

environments. Digital influence operates through recursive cycles rather than unidirectional 

communication. Every interaction—including likes, comments, shares, viewing duration, 

click-through rates, purchases, and search behaviour—generates behavioural data that are 

immediately incorporated into algorithmic systems responsible for determining future visibility 

and content distribution. Influencers continuously adapt their communication strategies in 

response to these algorithmically mediated feedback signals, while consumers simultaneously 

modify their own engagement patterns according to evolving platform recommendations. 

Persuasion therefore no longer terminates with behavioural response; rather, behavioural 

response becomes the informational foundation upon which subsequent cycles of influence are 

constructed. The object of theoretical explanation has consequently shifted from isolated 

persuasive events to continuously adaptive systems of interaction. 

 

The fragmentation of existing scholarship becomes even more apparent when examined 

through the expanding institutional landscape of the digital economy. Influencer marketing no 

longer functions solely as a communication strategy designed to promote branded messages. It 

has evolved into a complex economic institution embedded within creator economies, social 

commerce ecosystems, affiliate marketing networks, livestream retailing, virtual influencer 

technologies, and increasingly sophisticated forms of platform governance. Decisions 

regarding visibility, monetisation, sponsorship, audience reach, and commercial legitimacy are 
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now influenced not only by consumer perceptions but also by algorithmic optimisation, 

platform regulations, disclosure requirements, data governance practices, and artificial 

intelligence-driven recommendation systems. Consequently, consumer behaviour cannot be 

understood exclusively through psychological constructs because the conditions under which 

behavioural choices are formed are themselves institutionally and technologically structured. 

Existing theoretical traditions continue to illuminate essential psychological mechanisms, yet 

they offer comparatively limited explanation of how technological architectures and 

institutional arrangements interact with those mechanisms to shape digital influence. 

 

This divergence between empirical development and theoretical explanation has become 

increasingly visible within recent influencer marketing research. Contemporary studies have 

expanded their analytical focus to include algorithmic visibility, virtual influencers, artificial 

intelligence, creator economies, cross-platform branding, social commerce, and computational 

recommendation systems. However, these emerging variables are frequently incorporated as 

additional antecedents, mediators, or moderators within theoretical frameworks originally 

developed for comparatively stable communication environments. Such extensions 

undoubtedly enrich empirical understanding, yet they seldom reconsider whether the 

underlying assumptions of those frameworks remain fully adequate for explaining digitally 

mediated influence in platform ecosystems characterised by continuous adaptation and 

technological interdependence. Consequently, theoretical innovation has often proceeded 

incrementally through variable expansion rather than conceptually through explanatory 

reconstruction. 

 

The foregoing discussion suggests that influencer marketing scholarship has entered a stage of 

theoretical maturity characterised not by conceptual deficiency but by conceptual dispersion. 

The field possesses numerous robust theories, each capable of explaining important 

components of digital influence, yet none is designed to explain the phenomenon as an adaptive 

whole. Source Credibility Theory explains why audiences trust influencers; Parasocial 

Interaction Theory explains how emotional attachment develops; Social Learning Theory 

explains behavioural imitation; and Uses and Gratifications Theory explains audience 

motivation. Nevertheless, contemporary digital influence simultaneously involves trust, 

emotional engagement, observational learning, algorithmic mediation, platform governance, 

commercial infrastructures, technological adaptation, and recursive behavioural feedback. 

These dimensions do not operate independently; they function as mutually constitutive 

elements within an integrated digital ecosystem. Treating them as analytically separate 

mechanisms therefore risks fragmenting a phenomenon whose defining characteristic is 

systemic interdependence. 

 

Accordingly, the future advancement of influencer marketing theory depends less upon 

identifying additional explanatory variables than upon reconceptualising the relationships 

among the explanatory mechanisms already recognised within the literature. What is required 

is neither the replacement nor the rejection of established theoretical traditions, but an 

integrative framework capable of preserving their analytical strengths while situating them 

within the adaptive realities of contemporary platform ecosystems. Such a framework must 

recognise that digital influence is simultaneously psychological and computational, relational 
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and institutional, behavioural and algorithmic, human and technological. It is precisely this 

conceptual imperative that provides the intellectual justification for the Adaptive Digital 

Influence Theory proposed in the following section, where the fragmented insights of existing 

scholarship are synthesised into a unified explanatory model capable of interpreting influencer 

marketing as a dynamic and continuously evolving system of digital influence. 

 

Towards an Integrative Perspective: Reconstructing the Theoretical Architecture of 

Influencer Marketing: 

The diagnosis of theoretical fragmentation presented above should not be interpreted as a 

rejection of the intellectual traditions that have shaped influencer marketing scholarship. On 

the contrary, the continued prominence of Source Credibility Theory, Parasocial Interaction 

Theory, Social Learning Theory, and Uses and Gratifications Theory reflects their enduring 

capacity to explain fundamental dimensions of digital persuasion. The explanatory value of 

these perspectives remains firmly established, and there is little evidence to suggest that their 

core propositions have diminished in relevance. Rather, their continued application across 

diverse empirical settings demonstrates that each captures an essential mechanism through 

which digital influence is generated, interpreted, and translated into consumer behaviour. The 

theoretical challenge confronting contemporary scholarship, therefore, does not arise because 

these perspectives are conceptually inadequate; it arises because the phenomenon they seek to 

explain has evolved beyond the explanatory boundaries of any single theoretical tradition. 

 

This distinction is of considerable importance for future theory development. Scientific 

progress rarely advances through the wholesale replacement of established theories; more 

often, it proceeds through their refinement, extension, and integration in response to changing 

empirical realities. Influencer marketing appears to have reached precisely such a stage of 

intellectual development. The rapid emergence of algorithmically mediated platforms, creator 

economies, social commerce, artificial intelligence, and data-driven recommendation systems 

has transformed digital influence into a phenomenon characterised by multiple, interdependent 

processes operating simultaneously across psychological, technological, relational, 

commercial, and institutional domains. Under these conditions, no individual theoretical 

perspective can reasonably be expected to provide a comprehensive explanation of influencer 

marketing in its contemporary form. The appropriate scholarly response is therefore not 

theoretical substitution but theoretical reconstruction—an approach that preserves the 

analytical strengths of existing traditions while repositioning them within a broader explanatory 

framework capable of accounting for the adaptive dynamics of platform-mediated influence. 

 

Viewed from this perspective, the principal theories underpinning influencer marketing should 

no longer be regarded as competing explanations seeking to establish conceptual superiority. 

Instead, they may be understood as complementary perspectives, each illuminating a distinct 

dimension of a larger adaptive system. Source Credibility Theory explains the formation of 

trust and expertise; Parasocial Interaction Theory clarifies the development of perceived 

relational intimacy; Social Learning Theory accounts for behavioural modelling and 

observational influence; and Uses and Gratifications Theory identifies the motivational 

foundations of audience engagement. Rather than functioning as isolated explanatory models, 

these perspectives collectively reveal that digital influence is inherently multidimensional, 
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emerging through the interaction of cognitive evaluation, emotional attachment, behavioural 

learning, and purposive media engagement. The challenge for contemporary scholarship is to 

explain how these dimensions converge and evolve within technologically mediated 

environments where algorithms, platforms, commercial infrastructures, and user-generated 

data continuously reshape the conditions under which influence is created and sustained. 

 

Accordingly, the future advancement of influencer marketing theory depends not upon 

identifying a single superior explanation but upon reconstructing the relationships among the 

explanatory mechanisms already recognised within the literature. Such reconstruction requires 

an integrative perspective that neither diminishes the contributions of established theories nor 

confines them to isolated domains of explanation. Instead, it recognises that their collective 

explanatory power becomes substantially greater when they are interpreted as interconnected 

components of an adaptive system of digital influence. It is from this premise that the Adaptive 

Digital Influence Theory is proposed, not as a replacement for the foundational theories of 

influencer marketing, but as an integrative theoretical architecture through which their 

complementary insights can be systematically organised to explain the increasingly dynamic, 

recursive, and platform-dependent nature of influence in the digital economy. 

 

7.6.1 Adaptive Digital Influence Theory (ADIT): An Integrative Explanatory Framework 

The preceding analysis demonstrates that the principal theoretical challenge confronting 

influencer marketing scholarship no longer concerns whether digital influence occurs, but 

rather how it continuously emerges, adapts, and reproduces itself within increasingly complex 

platform ecosystems. Contemporary digital influence cannot be adequately understood as a 

discrete persuasive event or as the outcome of a single psychological mechanism. Instead, it 

represents an adaptive socio-technical process generated through the reciprocal interaction of 

relational trust, audience engagement, technological mediation, algorithmic curation, 

commercial incentives, and recursive behavioural feedback (Bandura, 1986; Kaplan & 

Haenlein, 2010; Kietzmann et al., 2011; Lou & Yuan, 2019). As these interconnected 

mechanisms continuously influence one another, digital influence evolves from a static 

communicative outcome into a dynamic and self-adjusting system whose structure is constantly 

reshaped by both human agency and platform technologies (Dwivedi et al., 2021; Vrontis et 

al., 2021). Consequently, the theoretical object requiring explanation has shifted from 

persuasion alone to the adaptive organisation of influence within digitally mediated 

environments. 

 

This transformation reflects a broader evolution in the architecture of digital communication 

itself. Unlike traditional models of persuasion, where influence primarily flows from 

communicator to audience through relatively stable communication channels, contemporary 

platform ecosystems are characterised by continuous cycles of interaction in which creators, 

audiences, algorithms, digital platforms, brands, and commercial infrastructures mutually 

shape one another (Kietzmann et al., 2011; Nieborg & Poell, 2018; Poell, Nieborg, & van Dijck, 

2019). Audience engagement generates behavioural signals that influence algorithmic 

visibility; algorithmic visibility alters patterns of exposure; altered exposure reshapes 

perceptions of credibility and authenticity; and these changing perceptions subsequently 

influence future engagement and commercial outcomes. Digital influence therefore emerges 
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not from isolated communicative acts but from recursive adaptive processes operating 

simultaneously across psychological, technological, relational, institutional, and economic 

domains. 

 

Existing theoretical traditions remain indispensable for understanding these individual 

processes. Source Credibility Theory explains the formation of trust and expertise (Hovland & 

Weiss, 1951; Ohanian, 1990); Parasocial Interaction Theory illuminates the development of 

perceived relational intimacy between audiences and influencers (Horton & Wohl, 1956; 

Labrecque, 2014); Social Learning Theory explains behavioural modelling and observational 

influence (Bandura, 1986); while Uses and Gratifications Theory accounts for the motivational 

foundations of media consumption and audience participation (Katz, Blumler, & Gurevitch, 

1973). More recent scholarship has further demonstrated the importance of algorithmic 

recommendation systems, creator economies, platform governance, social commerce, and 

artificial intelligence in structuring the production, circulation, and commercial value of 

influencer-generated content (Abidin, 2018; Cunningham & Craig, 2019; Dwivedi et al., 2021; 

Leung, Gu, Li, & Zhang, 2022). Collectively, these perspectives have substantially advanced 

influencer marketing research. Nevertheless, because each theory was originally developed to 

explain a particular dimension of influence, none independently captures the adaptive 

interdependence through which these mechanisms co-evolve within contemporary digital 

ecosystems. 

 

It is within this context that Adaptive Digital Influence Theory (ADIT) is proposed as an 

integrative explanatory framework for contemporary influencer marketing. ADIT is neither 

intended to replace the established theoretical traditions that have shaped the field nor to 

privilege one explanatory mechanism over another. Rather, it seeks to reconstruct their 

relationships within a unified theoretical architecture capable of explaining how multiple 

mechanisms operate collectively to generate adaptive digital influence. The theory proceeds 

from the premise that influence is an emergent property of interconnected socio-technical 

interactions rather than the product of isolated persuasive variables. Influencers, audiences, 

algorithms, digital platforms, brands, commercial actors, and data infrastructures continuously 

adapt to one another through iterative cycles of interaction, thereby reshaping the conditions 

under which credibility is established, engagement is cultivated, visibility is distributed, and 

behavioural outcomes are realised (van Dijck, Poell, & de Waal, 2018; Poell et al., 2019; 

Dwivedi et al., 2021). 

 

The principal contribution of ADIT therefore lies in its conceptual repositioning of influencer 

marketing. Rather than treating credibility, parasocial attachment, audience engagement, 

algorithmic visibility, and consumer behaviour as discrete constructs linked through linear 

causal pathways, ADIT conceptualises these dimensions as mutually constitutive components 

of a continuously adaptive system. Within this system, every interaction generates new 

informational inputs that modify subsequent interactions, creating recursive feedback loops 

through which influence is continually produced, reinforced, transformed, and redistributed 

across digital platforms. Adaptive digital influence is thus understood not as a fixed 

communicative outcome but as an evolving socio-technical capability emerging from the 

continuous interplay of psychological, technological, commercial, and institutional processes. 
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Accordingly, ADIT represents an integrative middle-range theory that synthesises the enduring 

insights of established perspectives while extending their collective explanatory power to 

account for the recursive, adaptive, and platform-dependent character of influencer marketing 

in the contemporary digital economy. The following sections elaborate the core constructs of 

the theory, explain their adaptive relationships, and formulate conceptual propositions capable 

of guiding future empirical inquiry and theoretical refinement. 

 

7.6.2 The Adaptive Mechanism of Digital Influence 

The explanatory strength of Adaptive Digital Influence Theory (ADIT) lies not merely in 

identifying the principal determinants of influencer marketing but in explaining the dynamic 

mechanism through which these determinants continuously interact to produce evolving 

patterns of digital influence. Unlike conventional theoretical models that conceptualise 

influence as a sequence of discrete causal relationships, ADIT posits that digital influence is 

generated through an adaptive cycle in which psychological, technological, relational, 

behavioural, commercial, and institutional processes continuously modify one another. 

Influence is therefore understood not as a terminal communicative outcome but as a recursive 

socio-technical process whose structure is repeatedly reconstructed through ongoing 

interactions among multiple actors within platform ecosystems (Bandura, 1986; van Dijck et 

al., 2018; Poell et al., 2019). 

 

The adaptive process begins with adaptive credibility, which represents the continuously 

negotiated perception of an influencer's expertise, authenticity, trustworthiness, and social 

legitimacy. Unlike traditional conceptions of credibility, which often assume relative stability 

(Hovland & Weiss, 1951; Ohanian, 1990), ADIT argues that credibility within digital 

ecosystems is inherently fluid. Audience evaluations are persistently reshaped by content 

quality, consistency of communication, transparency regarding commercial partnerships, 

ethical conduct, platform reputation, peer interaction, and real-time audience feedback 

(Audrezet, de Kerviler, & Moulard, 2020; Lou & Yuan, 2019). Consequently, credibility is not 

merely possessed by influencers but continually reconstructed through ongoing social and 

technological interactions. 

 

Adaptive credibility subsequently stimulates relational engagement, a multidimensional 

process extending beyond observable indicators such as likes, comments, shares, or viewing 

duration. Within ADIT, engagement encompasses cognitive attention, emotional attachment, 

participatory interaction, community affiliation, and behavioural involvement, reflecting the 

depth of audience integration within an influencer's digital environment (Brodie et al., 2011; 

Hollebeek, Glynn, & Brodie, 2014). Parasocial relationships, social identification, and 

perceived authenticity collectively strengthen this engagement, transforming passive audiences 

into active participants who continuously co-create digital value through interaction, 

interpretation, recommendation, and content circulation (Horton & Wohl, 1956; Labrecque, 

2014; Schouten, Janssen, & Verspaget, 2020). 

 

The behavioural signals generated through relational engagement constitute the informational 

foundation upon which contemporary platform ecosystems operate. Every interaction—

including reactions, comments, shares, viewing time, purchases, search behaviour, subscription 
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patterns, and content dissemination—produces data that are systematically interpreted by 

algorithmic recommendation systems. ADIT conceptualises this stage as algorithmic 

mediation, wherein computational infrastructures evaluate user behaviour and dynamically 

determine content visibility, recommendation intensity, audience reach, and commercial 

exposure (Kietzmann et al., 2011; Gillespie, 2018; Dwivedi et al., 2021). Algorithms therefore 

function not as passive distribution mechanisms but as active participants that selectively 

amplify, constrain, or redirect digital influence according to continuously evolving behavioural 

information. 

 

Algorithmically mediated visibility subsequently reshapes the strategic behaviour of all actors 

operating within the ecosystem. Influencers modify content strategies in response to platform 

analytics; audiences adjust their engagement according to newly recommended content; brands 

reallocate sponsorship investments based upon measurable performance indicators; and 

platforms continually refine recommendation architectures to maximise user retention and 

commercial value (Nieborg & Poell, 2018; Cunningham & Craig, 2019). ADIT conceptualises 

this reciprocal adjustment as adaptive co-evolution, emphasising that digital influence emerges 

through the simultaneous adaptation of human actors and technological systems rather than 

through unilateral persuasion. Each participant both influences and is influenced by the 

evolving structure of the platform ecosystem, thereby producing a continuously reorganising 

network of interactions. 

 

The culmination of one adaptive cycle does not represent the completion of influence but rather 

the initiation of another. Behavioural outcomes—including purchasing decisions, brand 

advocacy, electronic word-of-mouth, subscription behaviour, community participation, and 

creator loyalty—generate new behavioural data that immediately re-enter the platform 

ecosystem. These data modify subsequent algorithmic recommendations, reshape audience 

exposure, alter perceptions of credibility, and stimulate new forms of engagement. 

Consequently, digital influence evolves through recursive feedback loops in which every 

behavioural consequence simultaneously becomes the antecedent condition for subsequent 

influence processes. This recursive logic distinguishes ADIT fundamentally from linear 

persuasion models by recognising that influence is continuously reproduced through self-

adjusting cycles of interaction rather than transmitted through isolated communication events 

(Bandura, 1986; van Dijck et al., 2018; Dwivedi et al., 2021). 

 

The adaptive mechanism proposed by ADIT therefore reconceptualises influencer marketing 

as a living socio-technical system characterised by continuous learning, adaptation, and 

institutional evolution. Psychological mechanisms generate engagement; engagement produces 

behavioural intelligence; behavioural intelligence guides algorithmic mediation; algorithmic 

mediation restructures digital visibility; altered visibility reshapes credibility, relational 

attachment, and commercial opportunity; and these transformations initiate further cycles of 

adaptation across the platform ecosystem. Rather than representing independent variables 

connected through sequential causal pathways, these mechanisms operate as mutually 

constitutive components within an integrated adaptive architecture whose explanatory power 

derives from their continuous interaction. 



 
Dr. Vakil Singh 

                                          Enterprise Development & Microfinance Vol. 33 No. 4  

 

Accordingly, ADIT advances the proposition that sustainable digital influence is not 

determined by the isolated strength of any single construct but by the adaptive capacity of the 

entire socio-technical ecosystem to continuously reorganise itself in response to evolving 

behavioural information. The theory thus shifts the analytical focus of influencer marketing 

scholarship from explaining static persuasive outcomes to understanding the dynamic processes 

through which influence is persistually negotiated, computationally mediated, socially 

reinforced, commercially institutionalised, and recursively reproduced across contemporary 

digital platforms. 

 

7.6.3 Conceptual Propositions of Adaptive Digital Influence Theory (ADIT) 

The adaptive mechanism outlined above provides the conceptual logic from which the principal 

propositions of Adaptive Digital Influence Theory are derived. Unlike hypotheses formulated 

for immediate empirical testing, these propositions articulate the fundamental theoretical 

relationships that define the operation of adaptive digital influence within platform ecosystems. 

They are intended to clarify the explanatory architecture of ADIT, provide a coherent agenda 

for future empirical investigation, and facilitate the cumulative development of influencer 

marketing theory. Collectively, the propositions recognise that digital influence emerges 

through recursive interactions among psychological, technological, relational, behavioural, and 

institutional processes rather than through isolated linear relationships (Gregor, 2006; Whetten, 

1989). 

 

Proposition 1. Adaptive credibility constitutes the foundational condition for the emergence of 

sustainable digital influence because perceptions of expertise, authenticity, trustworthiness, and 

ethical legitimacy are continuously reconstructed through ongoing interactions among 

influencers, audiences, and platform environments. While credibility initiates influence, ADIT 

argues that it is not static but evolves dynamically in response to behavioural feedback, content 

consistency, commercial transparency, and community evaluation (Hovland & Weiss, 1951; 

Ohanian, 1990; Lou & Yuan, 2019; Audrezet, de Kerviler, & Moulard, 2020). 

 

Proposition 2. Relational engagement mediates the transformation of adaptive credibility into 

sustained digital influence by converting audience trust into active cognitive, emotional, social, 

and behavioural participation. Engagement extends beyond observable interaction metrics to 

encompass enduring relational attachment, community identification, and participatory value 

co-creation, thereby reinforcing the adaptive nature of influencer–audience relationships 

(Hollebeek, Glynn, & Brodie, 2014; Labrecque, 2014; Schouten, Janssen, & Verspaget, 2020). 

 

Proposition 3. Algorithmic mediation moderates the visibility, diffusion, and commercial 

effectiveness of digital influence by continuously interpreting behavioural signals generated 

through audience engagement. Platform algorithms do not merely distribute content but 

actively restructure communication environments by amplifying, suppressing, or redirecting 

influence according to evolving patterns of user interaction, platform objectives, and 

computational optimisation (Gillespie, 2018; van Dijck, Poell, & de Waal, 2018; Dwivedi et 

al., 2021). 

 



 

 

Influencer Marketing in the Digital Economy: A Critical Review of Theoretical Foundations, 

Global Trends, and Emerging Transformations 

Enterprise Development & Microfinance Vol. 34 No. 1                                           

 

Proposition 4. Adaptive co-evolution among influencers, audiences, brands, and platform 

infrastructures continuously reshapes the production and circulation of digital influence 

through reciprocal strategic adjustment. As each participant responds to changing technological 

conditions, commercial incentives, and behavioural intelligence, the ecosystem itself evolves, 

producing new patterns of communication, visibility, and influence that cannot be explained 

through unidirectional models of persuasion (Nieborg & Poell, 2018; Cunningham & Craig, 

2019; Poell, Nieborg, & van Dijck, 2019). 

 

Proposition 5. Recursive behavioural feedback constitutes the primary mechanism through 

which digital influence becomes self-reinforcing, adaptive, and continuously reproducible. 

Every behavioural outcome—including engagement, purchasing behaviour, electronic word-

of-mouth, subscription, recommendation, and community participation—simultaneously 

generates new informational inputs that reshape subsequent algorithmic decisions, audience 

exposure, perceptions of credibility, and future behavioural responses. Consequently, 

behavioural outcomes function not as theoretical endpoints but as initiating conditions for 

subsequent cycles of adaptive influence (Bandura, 1986; Kietzmann et al., 2011; Dwivedi et 

al., 2021). 

 

Proposition 6. Sustainable digital influence emerges from the collective interaction of adaptive 

credibility, relational engagement, algorithmic mediation, adaptive co-evolution, and recursive 

behavioural feedback rather than from the independent operation of any individual mechanism. 

Accordingly, influencer marketing should be conceptualised as an adaptive socio-technical 

system whose explanatory power resides in the continuous interaction among psychological, 

technological, institutional, commercial, and behavioural processes operating across digital 

platform ecosystems. 

 

Taken together, these propositions distinguish Adaptive Digital Influence Theory from existing 

theoretical perspectives by relocating the analytical focus of influencer marketing scholarship 

from isolated determinants of persuasion to the adaptive architecture through which influence 

is continuously generated, negotiated, amplified, and reproduced. Rather than privileging any 

single explanatory mechanism, ADIT conceptualises digital influence as an emergent property 

of recursive socio-technical interactions, thereby providing a unified theoretical foundation 

capable of integrating the fragmented insights of existing influencer marketing research. In 

doing so, the theory offers a coherent platform for future empirical validation while 

simultaneously extending the conceptual boundaries of influencer marketing scholarship 

toward a more dynamic and system-oriented understanding of digital influence. 

 

7.6.4 Theoretical Contributions and Future Research Directions 

Adaptive Digital Influence Theory (ADIT) contributes to influencer marketing scholarship by 

advancing the field from a fragmented collection of explanatory perspectives towards an 

integrated theoretical understanding of digital influence. Rather than challenging the validity 

of established theories, ADIT demonstrates that their explanatory potential is substantially 

enhanced when interpreted as complementary components of a broader adaptive system. In 

doing so, the theory addresses a persistent conceptual limitation within influencer marketing 

research, namely the tendency to examine credibility, parasocial interaction, social learning, 
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audience engagement, algorithmic visibility, and consumer behaviour as analytically separate 

phenomena despite their continuous interaction within contemporary platform ecosystems (Lou 

& Yuan, 2019; Schouten, Janssen, & Verspaget, 2020; Dwivedi et al., 2021). The principal 

theoretical contribution of ADIT therefore lies in replacing fragmented explanatory logic with 

an integrated architecture capable of explaining digital influence as an adaptive, recursive, and 

socio-technical process. 

 

Beyond influencer marketing, ADIT contributes to the broader literature on digital marketing 

and platform studies by repositioning digital influence as an emergent property of 

interconnected human and technological systems rather than the outcome of isolated persuasive 

communication. This perspective aligns with contemporary scholarship emphasising 

platformisation, algorithmic governance, creator economies, and data-driven commercial 

ecosystems while simultaneously extending these discussions through a unified theoretical 

framework (van Dijck, Poell, & de Waal, 2018; Nieborg & Poell, 2018; Poell, Nieborg, & van 

Dijck, 2019). Consequently, ADIT establishes a conceptual bridge between consumer 

behaviour, marketing communication, media studies, and platform research, illustrating that 

digital influence can no longer be adequately understood within the disciplinary boundaries of 

any single field. Such integration broadens the theoretical scope of influencer marketing and 

positions it within the wider transformation of digitally mediated economic and social systems. 

A further contribution of ADIT lies in its reconceptualisation of causality within influencer 

marketing research. Existing studies frequently investigate direct or mediated relationships 

among discrete variables using relatively stable linear models. ADIT, by contrast, 

conceptualises causality as recursive and adaptive, recognising that behavioural outcomes 

simultaneously generate new informational conditions that reshape subsequent processes of 

influence. This theoretical shift encourages future research to move beyond cross-sectional 

explanations towards dynamic, longitudinal, computational, and systems-oriented approaches 

capable of capturing the continuous evolution of platform ecosystems (Bandura, 1986; Gregor, 

2006; Whetten, 1989). Such a perspective provides opportunities for integrating behavioural 

analytics, computational social science, network analysis, machine learning, and digital trace 

data into future investigations of influencer marketing. 

 

The theory also offers practical conceptual implications for understanding emerging 

transformations within the digital economy. The rapid expansion of artificial intelligence-

generated influencers, virtual creators, immersive digital environments, social commerce 

ecosystems, and increasingly sophisticated recommendation algorithms is progressively 

redefining how influence is created, distributed, and monetised (Abidin, 2018; Cunningham & 

Craig, 2019; Dwivedi et al., 2021). ADIT provides a flexible theoretical architecture capable 

of accommodating these developments because its central explanatory principle is adaptation 

rather than technological specificity. As digital platforms evolve, new actors, computational 

systems, and institutional arrangements may be incorporated into the adaptive architecture 

without requiring a fundamental reconstruction of the theory itself. This adaptability enhances 

both the longevity and the explanatory relevance of ADIT within rapidly changing digital 

environments. 
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Building upon these contributions, several promising avenues for future research emerge. First, 

empirical studies should examine the adaptive interactions among credibility, engagement, 

algorithmic mediation, and behavioural feedback across different digital platforms to determine 

whether the recursive mechanisms proposed by ADIT operate consistently within diverse 

technological environments. Second, comparative investigations across cultures, industries, 

and demographic groups may reveal contextual variations in adaptive digital influence and 

thereby refine the boundary conditions of the theory. Third, future scholarship should explore 

the implications of artificial intelligence, virtual influencers, algorithmic transparency, creator 

monetisation models, and platform governance for the evolution of adaptive influence systems. 

Fourth, longitudinal and computational research designs are required to examine how adaptive 

influence develops over time rather than relying exclusively upon cross-sectional behavioural 

observations. Finally, interdisciplinary collaboration among marketing scholars, 

communication researchers, information systems specialists, data scientists, and platform 

governance experts will be essential for extending ADIT into increasingly complex forms of 

digitally mediated interaction. 

 

Hence, these theoretical contributions and future research directions position Adaptive Digital 

Influence Theory as more than a conceptual synthesis of existing knowledge. ADIT establishes 

a new explanatory orientation for influencer marketing by demonstrating that digital influence 

is best understood as an adaptive socio-technical system in which psychological processes, 

relational dynamics, algorithmic mediation, institutional structures, commercial ecosystems, 

and behavioural feedback operate as continuously interacting components of a unified 

theoretical architecture. By integrating these dimensions within a coherent explanatory 

framework, ADIT provides a robust foundation for future conceptual refinement, empirical 

validation, and interdisciplinary scholarship, thereby advancing influencer marketing towards 

a more comprehensive and intellectually mature  
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Comparative Explanatory Logic of Conventional Theories and Adaptive Digital Influence 

Theory 

Analytical 

Dimension 
Conventional Perspective ADIT Perspective 

Nature of Influence Linear Recursive 

Communication 

Flow 
One-way Multi-directional 

Role of Audience Passive receiver Active co-creator 

Role of Algorithm Peripheral Central adaptive actor 

Feedback Outcome Input for subsequent influence 

Platform Communication channel Adaptive ecosystem 

Causality Sequential Dynamic and recursive 

Explanatory Logic Variable-centred System-centred 

Temporal 

Orientation 
Static Evolutionary 

Theoretical Scope Single mechanism Integrative socio-technical framewor 

 

Conclusion 

 
The remarkable expansion of influencer marketing over the past decade has transformed it from 

a peripheral digital communication practice into one of the defining paradigms of contemporary 

marketing. As digital platforms have evolved into complex commercial and social ecosystems, 

influencers have assumed increasingly significant roles in shaping consumer perceptions, 

facilitating brand communication, cultivating online communities, and influencing marketplace 

behaviour. This rapid transformation has stimulated an equally impressive growth in academic 

research, producing a rich body of scholarship that has substantially enhanced our 
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understanding of credibility, authenticity, trust, engagement, consumer decision-making, and 

the commercial dynamics of digital platforms. The cumulative contribution of this literature 

has established influencer marketing as an important interdisciplinary field situated at the 

intersection of marketing, communication, consumer behaviour, information systems, and 

platform studies. 

 

Despite this impressive intellectual progress, the present review has demonstrated that the 

theoretical development of influencer marketing has not advanced with the same degree of 

integration as its empirical expansion. Existing theoretical perspectives have generated valuable 

insights into individual dimensions of digital influence, yet they have largely evolved in parallel 

rather than in conversation with one another. Consequently, contemporary scholarship 

frequently explains isolated mechanisms of influence while offering comparatively limited 

understanding of how these mechanisms collectively operate within increasingly 

interconnected digital environments. As platform ecosystems have become progressively 

shaped by algorithmic mediation, creator economies, data-driven commercial models, and 

continuous behavioural feedback, the explanatory demands placed upon influencer marketing 

theory have expanded considerably. These developments have exposed the limitations of 

viewing digital influence through isolated explanatory lenses and have highlighted the need for 

a broader conceptual perspective capable of accommodating the adaptive and interconnected 

nature of contemporary digital ecosystems. 

 

Responding to this challenge, the present review has sought to move beyond the conventional 

objective of summarising existing knowledge. Rather than treating the literature as a collection 

of independent theoretical perspectives, the review has systematically examined their areas of 

convergence, identified the principal sources of conceptual fragmentation, and reconstructed 

their relationships within a coherent explanatory narrative. This approach has enabled the 

discussion to progress from descriptive synthesis towards conceptual integration, 

demonstrating that the future advancement of influencer marketing scholarship depends not 

merely upon accumulating additional empirical evidence but upon strengthening the theoretical 

architecture through which that evidence is interpreted. 

 

Viewed in this light, influencer marketing should no longer be understood simply as a 

communication strategy centred on influential individuals or persuasive content. It has evolved 

into an adaptive digital ecosystem in which human behaviour, technological infrastructures, 

commercial interests, and platform dynamics continuously interact to shape the production, 

circulation, and transformation of influence. Recognising this transition provides the 

intellectual foundation upon which the broader contributions of this review are established and 

prepares the basis for a more integrated understanding of digital influence within the rapidly 

evolving platform economy. 

 

Building upon this synthesis, the most significant contribution of the present review lies in its 

effort to reposition influencer marketing from a fragmented collection of explanatory 

perspectives towards a more coherent theoretical understanding of digital influence. Rather 

than questioning the continued relevance of established theories, this review has demonstrated 

that each illuminates an important but partial dimension of a considerably more complex 
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phenomenon. Credibility explains why audiences place confidence in influencers; parasocial 

interaction clarifies the development of relational attachment; social learning illustrates 

behavioural modelling; uses and gratifications reveal audience motivations; while platform and 

creator economy perspectives explain the technological and commercial infrastructures within 

which digital interactions occur. Considered independently, these perspectives have enriched 

the literature. Considered collectively, however, they reveal that digital influence is 

fundamentally multidimensional and cannot be satisfactorily understood through any single 

theoretical lens. 

 

Recognising this conceptual reality has enabled the review to move beyond the conventional 

boundaries of narrative synthesis towards theoretical integration. The introduction of Adaptive 

Digital Influence Theory (ADIT) represents the principal intellectual contribution of this 

manuscript by providing an integrative middle-range framework through which previously 

disconnected explanations can be interpreted as mutually reinforcing components of a unified 

adaptive system. Rather than proposing an entirely new theory in isolation from existing 

scholarship, ADIT synthesises the enduring strengths of established perspectives while 

extending their collective explanatory capacity to accommodate the recursive, platform-

mediated, and continuously evolving character of influencer marketing. In doing so, the theory 

preserves the explanatory value of earlier research while simultaneously providing a more 

comprehensive conceptual architecture for understanding digital influence within 

contemporary platform ecosystems. 

 

The conceptual shift advanced by ADIT is equally significant. Throughout much of the existing 

literature, digital influence has predominantly been interpreted as a linear communicative 

process in which persuasive messages generate measurable behavioural outcomes. This review 

argues that such an interpretation is increasingly insufficient for explaining contemporary 

digital environments characterised by algorithmic recommendation systems, real-time 

behavioural analytics, creator economies, and continuous audience participation. Instead, 

digital influence is more appropriately understood as an adaptive socio-technical process in 

which credibility, relational engagement, algorithmic mediation, commercial dynamics, and 

behavioural feedback continually interact to shape one another. Influence therefore emerges 

not as a fixed outcome of communication but as a dynamic capability that is continuously 

negotiated, amplified, modified, and reproduced through recursive interactions across digital 

platforms. 

 

This re-conceptualisation has broader implications for the future trajectory of influencer 

marketing scholarship. It encourages researchers to move beyond isolated examinations of 

individual variables and towards the study of adaptive systems in which human agency, 

technological infrastructures, institutional arrangements, and commercial ecosystems operate 

simultaneously. Such a perspective not only accommodates the increasing complexity of digital 

communication but also provides a more robust theoretical foundation for examining emerging 

developments, including artificial intelligence-generated influencers, virtual creators, 

algorithmic governance, immersive digital environments, and evolving platform economies. 

Consequently, the contribution of this review extends beyond synthesising previous 
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knowledge; it establishes a conceptual direction capable of supporting the next generation of 

theoretical and empirical research in influencer marketing. 

 

As digital technologies continue to redefine the boundaries of communication, commerce, and 

consumer engagement, influencer marketing will remain one of the most dynamic domains of 

contemporary marketing scholarship. Its continued evolution will be shaped not only by 

changing consumer expectations but also by advances in artificial intelligence, algorithmic 

governance, immersive digital environments, creator economies, and emerging forms of 

platform-mediated interaction. These transformations demand theoretical frameworks that are 

sufficiently flexible to explain an increasingly adaptive and interconnected digital landscape 

while remaining firmly grounded in established scholarly foundations. 

 

In this context, the present review contributes by offering an integrative perspective through 

which the complexity of digital influence can be more comprehensively understood. By 

synthesising fragmented theoretical traditions into a coherent explanatory framework, it 

demonstrates that the future development of influencer marketing scholarship depends less 

upon the continual introduction of isolated explanatory variables and more upon understanding 

the dynamic relationships through which psychological, technological, relational, commercial, 

and institutional processes interact. The proposed Adaptive Digital Influence Theory provides 

one step towards such an integrated understanding and offers a conceptual foundation upon 

which future empirical investigations may refine, extend, and validate its propositions across 

diverse digital contexts. 

 

Ultimately, the significance of influencer marketing extends far beyond the promotional 

activities of social media personalities or the commercial objectives of digital brands. It reflects 

a broader transformation in the nature of influence itself within the platform economy, where 

human agency and technological systems continuously shape one another through adaptive and 

recursive processes. Appreciating this transformation requires a corresponding shift in 

theoretical thinking—from explaining isolated acts of persuasion to understanding adaptive 

systems of digital influence. It is within this broader intellectual transition that the enduring 

contribution of this review is situated, with the expectation that it will encourage future 

scholarship to approach influencer marketing not as a collection of independent phenomena but 

as an evolving socio-technical ecosystem whose relevance will continue to expand alongside 

the future of the digital society. 
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