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A B S T R A C T

This editorial introduces the special issue ‘Virtual Influencers: A New Frontier in Marketing and Consumer 
Research,’ providing a comprehensive overview of the emerging role of virtual influencers in shaping contem
porary marketing practices. Virtual influencers, digital personas created through AI and computer-generated 
imagery, are increasingly adopted by brands due to their scalability, adaptability, and perceived safety. The 
editorial defines virtual influencers, synthesizes insights from 16 contributing papers, and identifies three the
matic areas: comparisons between human and virtual influencers, the influence of virtual influencer charac
teristics on consumer engagement, and the broader societal and ethical implications of virtual influencers. It also 
highlights future research directions, including the rise of autonomous virtual influencers, cross-media virtual 
influencer expansion, and their role in promoting inclusivity and social change. By bridging marketing, tech
nology, and society, this editorial positions virtual influencers as critical agents of transformation in the evolving 
influence economy, calling for continued interdisciplinary research to shape their responsible development.

1. Introduction

Influencer marketing is a relatively nascent but fast-evolving in
dustry, whose size has more than tripled since 2020. In 2025, the market 
was estimated to reach approximately 33 billion U.S. dollars.1 At the 
core of this growth are Social Media Influencers, digital content creator 
personalities who share their perspectives, product reviews and rec
ommendations, personal stories, and lifestyles with others on major 
platforms such as Instagram, TikTok, YouTube, and Substack. When 
their content, including posts, messages, newsletters and videos – res
onates with viewers, influencers are able to attract and cultivate audi
ences, often building substantial follower bases over time. This influence 
and reach make them highly appealing to brands seeking authentic and 
engaging ways to connect with consumers. By partnering with influ
encers, companies can tap into niche communities, boost brand visi
bility, and drive consumer action through content that feels personal 
and relatable.

Contemporary influencer research frequently draws upon literature 
addressing opinion leadership (Casaló et al., 2020) and (trans)parasocial 
relationships (Conde & Casais, 2023; Lou, 2022) to better understand 
the followers’ behavioral intentions regarding influencers’ recommen
dations (Farivar et al., 2021). An increasing body of work investigates 
essential influencer characteristics, including authenticity (Audrezet 
et al., 2020), credibility (Ooi et al., 2023), trustworthiness (Jin et al., 
2019; Lou & Yuan, 2019), and community size (Beichert et al., 2024; 
Wies et al., 2023). Additionally, scholars examine the effectiveness of 
different content and engagement strategies (Leung et al., 2022) and 
explore the strategic deployment of influencers as instruments for brand 
management (Carlson et al., 2020; Gu et al., 2024; Valsesia et al., 2020; 
Wang et al., 2021).

A more recent but thus far largely under-explored area concerns 
virtual influencers; the virtual counterparts of human influencers. 
Among the most popular virtual influencers today is Lil Miquela, who, 
despite openly acknowledging her artificial nature, has successfully 
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attracted over 7.6 M followers across platforms.2 Lil Miquela regularly 
collaborates with major global brands, including Calvin Klein, Samsung, 
and BMW, generating significant revenue and innovative advertising 
opportunities. Compared to human influencers, virtual influencers, like 
Lil Miquela, offer notable advantages, such as greater flexibility and 
adaptability to brand demands, increased logistical control, and reduced 
public relations risks. Although her visual identity is entirely computer- 
generated, Lil Miquela’s interactions and content are thoughtfully 
curated by human creators from the agency Brud, aiming to simulate 
human-like engagement on social media platforms authentically.

With recent advancements in Artificial Intelligence (AI), the pres
ence and influence of virtual influencers are likely to expand signifi
cantly in the near future. Emerging AI-driven technologies present new 
opportunities to make virtual influencers more interactive, engaging, 
and scalable. For instance, natural language processing can automate 
and enrich social media interactions, enabling virtual influencers to 
engage authentically with audiences in multiple languages and to offer 
personalized content tailored through user data analysis. Additionally, 
generative AI tools can efficiently produce realistic images or videos 
depicting the virtual influencer in different poses, outfits, or settings, 
reducing the need for manual rendering while enhancing content 
versatility.

Our goal in this editorial is to highlight recent progress in the field 
and to identify promising avenues for future research on virtual influ
encers. Such an endeavor is important and timely, especially considering 
the remarkable growth in scholarly attention towards virtual influencers 
in recent years, as illustrated in Fig. 1. More specifically, between 2020 
and 2024, annual publications on virtual influencers increased 
dramatically by almost 6,350 %, surpassing 100 publications annually. 
Rather than offering an exhaustive literature review, this editorial aims 
to clarify the concept of virtual influencers and to discuss key founda
tional themes from existing research that will shape and inspire future 
studies in marketing. In doing so, we position the articles featured in this 
Special Issue within an overarching conceptual framework. Ultimately, 
this Special Issue contributes to extending our understanding of virtual 
influencers and their evolving role in the future of marketing.

2. A definition for virtual influencers

Our definition builds upon the insights gathered from papers pub
lished in this Special Issue. Specifically, a careful analysis of terms used 
by contributing authors to describe and define virtual influencers offers 
valuable insights regarding their creation, identity, and purpose.

2.1. How are virtual influencers created?

One of the most frequently used terms to describe virtual influencers 
is “computer” (12 occurrences), often coupled with “generated” (8 oc
currences). This reflects a general consensus that virtual influencers are 
“software” (3 occurrences) or “computer-generated” entities.

2.2. Who are they?

At the same time, contributing authors commonly emphasize the 
term “human” (13 occurrences), highlighting that virtual influencers 
typically exhibit “human-like” appearances and behaviors. By creating 
content mimicking human actions, virtual influencers effectively stim
ulate human interactions, often creating an illusion of genuine human
ity. While the most renowned virtual influencers maintain distinctly 
human-like appearances, their visual form is limited only by the 

imagination of their creators. Indeed, many virtual influencers deviate 
from strict human realism, manifesting as anime-inspired or cartoon-like 
characters (e.g., Noonoouri, who has 495 K followers on Instagram) or 
even animal figures (e.g., Guggimon, a rabbit with 1.3 M Instagram 
followers who also appears in Fortnite). Despite these variations, all 
virtual influencers demonstrate considerable anthropomorphic traits 
through their distinctive “personalities” (6 occurrences).

Authors frequently describe virtual influencers as “characters” (8 
occurrences), labelling them as “digital characters,” “computer-gener
ated imagery characters,” or “fictional characters”. Such terminology 
positions virtual influencers alongside other narrative entities 
commonly found in films, plays, or storytelling. From this perspective, 
virtual influencers are described as “artificial” (7 occurrences), either as 
deliberate human-crafted substitutes for human interaction or entities 
driven by AI. Furthermore, the broader descriptor “digital” (7 occur
rences) frequently emerges in this context, conceptualizing virtual 
influencers as “digital avatars”, “digital characters”, or “digital opinion 
leaders”, existing within a “digital environment”.

2.3. What is their purpose?

Virtual influencers are intertwined with “media” (7 occurrences) and 
their inherently “social” (7 occurrences) dimension, actively creating, 
producing, sharing, streaming, and disseminating “content” (5 occur
rences) across social media “platforms” (6 occurrences). Through such 
interactions (4 occurrences), they engage with their audience (2 oc
currences) – primarily consumers (3 occurrences) – with the ultimate 
goal of exerting social “influence” (3 occurrences). While virtual influ
encers themselves are artificial, the content they generate is “real” (5 
occurrences) and often interactive (3 occurrences). Such “real-time” 
interactions blur the boundaries between physical and virtual “worlds” 
(4 occurrences), forging unique convergent spaces.

Building upon this initial analysis, we employed an AI-assisted 
methodology to synthesize the various definitions of virtual influ
encers presented across the contributions in this Special Issue. The 
resulting draft3 was subsequently refined to capture critical nuances, 
such as the frequent, though not exclusive, reliance on artificial intel
ligence in the creation of virtual influencers, as well as their varied 
virtual embodiments that extend beyond human likeness. This pre
liminary definition was then submitted to the contributing authors of 
this special issue for review and validation. Based on their feedback, 
further revisions were made to enhance conceptual clarity and align
ment with the collective insights of the Special Issue. The final, 
consolidated definition is presented below: 

Virtual influencers are digital personas created through computer- 
generated imagery and/or AI. These personas may embody diverse 
forms, ranging from highly realistic human-like figures to anthro
pomorphized creatures or even inanimate objects. Typically 
managed by third parties –such as digital agencies, brands, individ
ual creators, or AI systems– the virtual influencers’ storylines and 
personalities are carefully curated, establishing them as fictional 
characters who interact with the world from a first-person perspec
tive, as social media influencers. Indeed, they are producing content 
on social media and digital platforms, with the aim of diving audi
ence engagement through entertaining content (often incorporating 
brands) and real-time interaction.

2 This figure was calculated in April 2025 by summing publicly available 
data from the following platforms: Instagram (~2.46 million), TikTok (~3.4 
million), Facebook (~1.1 million), YouTube (~281,000), Snapchat 
(~334,000), and X/Twitter (~29,200).

3 Initial definition provided by ChatGPT from virtual influencer definitions 
proposed by contributing authors of this Special Issue: “A virtual influencer is a 
computer-generated digital persona, often powered by artificial intelligence, 
that engages with audiences on social media. Unlike human influencers, these 
fictional characters are designed to exhibit human-like traits, personalities, and 
interactions, influencing consumer behaviors, brand engagement, and online 
discourse.”.
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3. Recent progress based on contributions from the Special Issue

This Special Issue comprises 16 papers from 60 submissions drawn 
from a wide range of topics, methodologies, and perspectives. We have 
grouped the articles into three broader themes that advance our un
derstanding of virtual influencers and their role within marketing and 
consumer behavior. First, several studies systematically compare per
ceptions and effectiveness between virtual and human influencers, 
revealing nuanced differences in their impacts across diverse contexts. 
Second, investigations into virtual influencer characteristics, such as 
their degree of realism and their perceived autonomy, highlight their 
critical role in shaping consumer perceptions and enhancing engage
ment. Lastly, researchers have begun to explore the implications of 
virtual influencers’ virtual nature on ongoing discussions in the digital 
landscape, including privacy concerns and the human connection to 
anthropomorphic yet intangible entities. Collectively, these three 
themes significantly enhance both theoretical knowledge about virtual 
influencers and practical strategies for marketers aiming to effectively 
integrate these digital entities into their marketing efforts.

3.1. Comparison of the perception and effectiveness of virtual influencers 
to human influencers

The rise of virtual influencers marks a significant shift in the influ
ence industry, challenging the dominant role of human influencers. 
While emerging research often highlights the superiority of human 
influencers, this Special Issue deepens the conversation through six 
papers that explore the potential benefits of virtual influencers and 
identify the contexts in which they represent a smart and strategic 
marketing choice over human influencers.

As an initial contribution, Kobuszewki Volles et al. (2024) investi
gate the advantages and positive attributes of virtual influencers that 
may drive successful endorsements. While virtual influencers are often 
perceived as less trustworthy than their human counterparts, the 

authors argue that their perceived uniqueness serves as a key differ
entiator. Drawing on four studies, they demonstrate that this uniqueness 
can help offset concerns around trustworthiness and generate favorable 
outcomes, particularly when consumers strongly identify with the vir
tual influencer.

This perspective is further enriched by two papers that identify the 
types of products for which virtual influencers may serve as particularly 
effective promoters.

Using an experimental design, Belanche et al. (2024) compare the 
effects of virtual vs. human influencers on consumer decisions, partic
ularly in the context of utilitarian versus hedonic products. The main 
findings reveal that while the type of influencer does not significantly 
affect overall intentions to follow recommendations, virtual influencers 
are perceived as more useful for utilitarian products, whereas human 
influencers foster greater identification, enhancing their effectiveness 
with hedonic products.

Focusing on utilitarian products only, Meng et al. (2024) found that 
virtual influencers (vs. human influencers) increased consumers’ pref
erences for self-improvement products (e.g., functional beverages, 
fitness training courses) vs. non-self-improvement products (or 
comfortable products) due to heightened perceptions of realistic threats. 
This effect was moderated by the perceived relationship between con
sumers and virtual influencers (cooperative vs. competitive) and by 
consumers’ self-affirmation. The findings suggest that while consumers 
may have less positive attitudes toward virtual influencers overall, vir
tual influencers can be effective for promoting self-improvement prod
ucts by tapping into consumers’ desire to mitigate perceived threats.

In the context of services, Zhao et al. (2024) investigate how con
sumers react differently to service failures by virtual influencers versus 
human influencers. Through a series of experimental studies, the au
thors found that consumers demonstrate higher forgiveness propensity, 
more positive behavioral responses, and lower punishment intentions 
towards virtual influencers compared to human influencers in cases of 
service failure. This effect is mediated by lower mind perception and 

Fig. 1. Publications on virtual influencers over time Note: We conducted a search of the Scopus database for academic publications across all years and disciplines 
that included the terms “virtual influencer”, “AI influencer”, or “computer-generated imagery influencer” in their title, abstract, or keywords. This search identified a 
total of 202 publications. We restricted our analysis to journal articles, excluding publications from 2025 due to their incomplete status.
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responsibility attribution for virtual influencers. The study also found 
that familiarity moderates this effect, enhancing forgiveness towards 
human influencers but not virtual ones. These findings contribute to the 
understanding of virtual influencer marketing and provide insights for 
managing consumer reactions to service failures in the digital age.

Moving to the context of branding, Song et al. (2024) investigated 
how virtual endorsers, compared to human endorsers, affect consumers’ 
perceptions of brand authenticity. Through textual analysis of social 
media posts and four experimental studies, the researchers found that 
consumers perceive brands endorsed by virtual influencers as less 
authentic than those endorsed by human influencers. This effect is 
mediated by lower perceived authenticity of virtual endorsers. The study 
also identified two boundary conditions: the negative effect of virtual 
endorsers on brand authenticity is attenuated when the endorsers have 
aesthetic imperfections and reversed when endorsers promote multiple 
brands. These findings contribute to the understanding of virtual influ
encer marketing and provide insights for brands using virtual endorsers.

Finally, virtual influencers also have a role to play beyond the 
commercial sphere. Gerrath et al. (2024) investigated how virtual 
influencers can effectively promote pro-environmental causes by 
examining the roles of message warmth and trust in experts. The study 
uses a multi-method approach, including semi-structured interviews and 
two experiments, to analyze how individuals react to virtual influencers 
in green campaigns. The authors found that warmer messages from 
virtual influencers increase engagement with pro-environmental causes, 
particularly among individuals with low trust in experts, by reducing 
socio-psychological distance between the influencer and the audience.

These insights concerning the contexts in which marketers should 
prefer a virtual influencer over a human influencer are further expanded 
upon by the following six papers of this Special Issue that discuss how 
different virtual influencer characteristics impact consumers.

3.2. The role of virtual influencers’ characteristics

Although human-like virtual influencers are the most recognized, a 
key advantage of virtual influencers lies in their limitless flexibility in 
appearance. In this context, four papers in this Special Issue explore how 
the appearance of virtual influencers influences their connection with 
human followers, and how this, in turn, impacts the marketing strategies 
associated with them.

Franke and Groeppel-Klein (2024) explored the effectiveness of two 
types of virtual influencers − human-like and cartoon-like − in adver
tising. Through four experimental studies, the researchers found that 
human-like virtual influencers are perceived as more trustworthy, while 
cartoon-like virtual influencers are seen as more novel. The study ex
plains these differences through the lens of psychological distance and 
construal level theory, showing that message focus can moderate the 
effects. Additionally, the research reveals that the novelty effect of 
cartoon-like virtual influencers is limited to consumer groups with low 
familiarity with virtual influencers and highlights further cultural dif
ferences in virtual influencer perception between Asian and European 
consumers.

Yan et al. (2024) complete the spectrum of virtual influencers 
appearance exploration, examining how consumers’ emotional attach
ment and benefit seeking differs across the three types of virtual influ
encer (i.e., mimic-human virtual influencer, who are visually 
indistinguishable from real humans; animated-human virtual influ
encer, who are drawn in the likeness of a human but is an animated 
character; and non-human virtual influencer, derived fully on the basis 
of animals personas or inanimate objects). The authors propose that 
virtual influencers may influence consumer emotional attachment and 
different benefit-seeking behaviors through social presence. Their 
research shows that mimic-human virtual influencers have a lower level 
of social presence than animated and non-human virtual influencers 
because of the heavier cognitive load and uncanny perception associated 
with mimic-human virtual influencers.

Kim et al. (2024) approach the issue from the angle of virtual 
influencers’ form realism and behavioral realism and its impact on 
consumer perceptions of eeriness and coolness. Through two experi
mental studies using a 2x2 design manipulating virtual influencers’ form 
realism (low vs. mid vs. high) and behavioral realism (low vs. high), the 
authors demonstrate that mid-form realism virtual influencers elicited 
higher eeriness than low-form realism virtual influencers, while high- 
form realism reduced eeriness compared to low-form realism. Higher 
form realism was also found to consistently increase perceptions of 
coolness. Additionally, behavioral realism moderated these effects, with 
higher behavioral realism amplifying the impacts of form realism on 
both eeriness and coolness perceptions. These mixed emotions of eeri
ness (negative) and coolness (positive) significantly affected consumers’ 
intentions to follow virtual influencers and ultimately purchase products 
endorsed by them.

To conclude on virtual influencers’ appearance, Tan and Greene 
(2025) focus on a specific type of virtual influencer, the “virtual enter
tainers”, referring to virtual influencers interacting through their con
tent online, especially virtual streamers. Unlike virtual humans, these 
virtual entertainers have avatars that are not as realistic, many even 
sporting 2D avatars that are distinctly unrealistic, such as an anthro
pomorphic cat or a shark girl with cat ears. Using content analysis on 
1189 comments and clustering 293 channels with over 180,000 live
streams, the authors identify five archetypal virtual entertainers, 
including: (1) Corporate Streamers, (2) Professional Streamers, (3) 
Corporate Idols, (4) Simple Idols, and (5) Independent Influencers. The 
performances of these archetypes are compared and contrasted across 
multiple success indicators, providing insights for understanding and 
developing positioning strategies within this growing industry.

Virtual influencers also raise questions about their autonomy. 
Initially controlled by third parties, such as digital agencies or brands, 
virtual influencers are becoming increasingly autonomous with the 
advancement of AI. Zheng et al. (2024) explore how consumers’ per
ceptions of virtual influencers’ autonomy affect brand attitudes and 
purchase intentions. Through five experimental studies, the researchers 
found that virtual influencers with low perceived autonomy led to more 
positive consumer responses when compared to those with high au
tonomy. This effect is mediated by consumers’ perceived identity threat 
and is specific to virtual influencers, not human influencers. The study 
also reveals that the effect is more pronounced for experience products 
as opposed to search products and that low-autonomy virtual influ
encers can be more effective than low-autonomy human influencers for 
endorsing search products.

In the context of a failure, Joel-Edgar et al. (2025) explore con
sumers’ blame attribution depending on the virtual influencer type 
(human-like virtual influencer vs. AI-powered virtual influencer) and its 
subsequent impact on brand trust. Applying the theoretical lens of mind 
perception, this research demonstrates that consumers attribute higher 
mind perception to a human virtual influencer and consequently place 
more blame on them in negative scenarios, in turn diminishing brand 
trust more significantly in cases when an AI-powered virtual influencer 
versus a human-like virtual influencer is being blamed.

Beyond the marketing strategy considerations of choosing between a 
virtual or human influencer and selecting the appropriate type of virtual 
influencer for a given context, several contributions in this Special Issue 
explore the implications of the virtual nature of virtual influencers.

3.3. The implications of the virtual nature of virtual influencers

Four papers in this Special Issue examine how the virtual nature of 
virtual influencers contributes to the evolution of several ongoing dis
cussions in the digital landscape.

Through an interdisciplinary orientation, Liyanaarachchi et al. 
(2024) assess the implications of the virtual influencer phenomenon for 
data privacy. Specifically, the authors argue that − given that the virtual 
influencer is not a human being, an unbalanced privacy risk arises from 
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possible data vulnerability, cybercrime, and the creation of fake profiles. 
These risks are explored through a qualitative exploratory study with 28 
followers of virtual influencers. The authors introduce the “multi-pri
vacy paradox,” expanding the traditional privacy paradox to encapsu
late the transfer of privacy impact from virtual entities to their legal 
stakeholders.

Due to their non-physical nature, virtual influencers raise questions 
about their authenticity, a crucial concept in the influencer industry. 
Building on the Entity-Referent Correspondence Framework of 
Authenticity (Moulard et al., 2021), Koles et al. (2024) explore various 
forms of authenticity in the context of virtual influencers. Through in
terviews with 64 consumers and 11 industry experts, the authors 
demonstrate how the three types of authenticity—true-to-ideal, true-to- 
fact, and true-to-self—apply to and manifest in the virtual influencer 
context. Their findings suggest that ideals other than humans, such as 
virtual entities and fictional characters, can serve as referents for 
appreciating virtual influencers. This challenges the uncanny valley 
theory (Mori et al., 2012), which posits that humans are the only 
possible ideal referents for non-human entities.

Expanding upon the uncanny valley debate, Liu and Wang (2025)
propose a model that outlines how the anthropomorphism of virtual 
influencers—defined by their humanness, attractiveness, and eer
iness—impacts the strength of parasocial relationships between virtual 
influencers and their followers. Using survey data from 826 Instagram 
users, the authors find the process to be mediated by trustworthiness and 
wishful identification, with autonomy serving as a moderator that in
teracts with these anthropomorphism characteristics. This research 
contributes to the ongoing debate on the uncanny valley phenomenon, 
suggesting that the relationship between virtual influencers’ anthropo
morphism and perceived trustworthiness aligns more closely with a 
linear model than a curvilinear one.

Finally, Thompson et al. (2025) explore how followers construct 
meaning and identity in relation to virtual influencers. Drawing on 
symbolic interactionism and using a mixed-methods approach, the au
thors show that users routinely anthropomorphize these digital figures, 
engaging with them as if they were social actors. This process fosters a 
sense of shared reality and emotional connection, driven in part by 
digital escapism. The study challenges traditional notions of authen
ticity and realism, highlighting how virtual influencers—despite their 
artificiality—can evoke strong affective and identity-related responses, 
thereby reshaping how influence and self-expression are experienced in 
digital spaces.

4. Avenues for future research

This Special Issue provides a comprehensive overview of recent ad
vancements and the current state of research on virtual influencers in 
marketing. Building upon this foundational knowledge, numerous 
promising avenues for future investigation emerge. These prospective 
paths are summarized in Table 1 and organized around two key thematic 
areas: technological developments and their implications for the virtual 
influencer industry (4.1) and the societal impact of virtual influencer 
evolution (4.2).

4.1. Technological changes

As the virtual influencer landscape is evolving quickly due to the 
rapidly changing technology powering virtual influencers, many ques
tions concerning virtual influencers remain unanswered. In this section, 
we review some of these technological changes and other trends, which 
will likely shift how virtual influencers are created, managed, and 
perceived and, thus, how they should be studied.

Increasingly realistic human-looking virtual influencers. Technological 
advances will result in increasingly human-like virtual influencers. 
Generative AI is rapidly progressing, enabling virtual influencers to have 
highly realistic renderings of humans in both images and videos. 

Further, large-language model advancements will likely evolve such 
that automatically generated responses to follower comments will be 
increasingly human-like. As such, it will gradually become impossible 
for consumers to differentiate a virtual influencer from a human influ
encer. Consumers may only learn that a virtual influencer is not human 
if the virtual influencer or its creators disclose this information (Koles 

Table 1 
Selected Future Research Directions for Virtual Influencers.

Research themes Potential Research Topic

Technological 
changes

Increasingly Realistic 
Human-looking Virtual 
Influencers

• Impact of hyperrealism
• Disclosure of virtual nature
• Individual and situational 

differences in user reactions
Democratization of Virtual 
Influencers

• Implications of virtual 
influencer proliferation (e.g., 
rise of micro/nano virtual 
influencers)

• Competition between human 
and virtual influencers

• Users’ reaction to the growing 
digital population

Virtual Influencers 
Expansion beyond Social 
Media

Brands’ collaboration strategies 
and the effectiveness of cross- 
media virtual influencers’ 
expansion: 
• Synchronous communication: 

live-streaming, gaming, and 
podcasts

• Cross-media integration: video 
games, films, and series

• Physical spaces venues: 
concerts, festivals, and other in- 
person events

Virtual/Human Influencer 
Entourages and 
Communities

• Consumer responses to virtual 
influencers’ interactions with 
their counterparts or with 
human influencers

• Opportunities of hybrid 
influencer types for co- 
branding

Emergence of AI 
Autonomous Virtual 
Influencer

• Virtual influencers embedded 
with AI agent capabilities, 
performing tasks for followers 
outside social media platforms 
in follower-influencer 
interactions

• Fully autonomous virtual 
influencer agents that produce 
their own content and use the 
services of AI agents that are 
paid in web-native 
cryptocurrencies

Societal 
influence

Opportunities and 
Challenges for Inclusive 
Virtual Influencers

• Potential of virtual influencers 
to promote inclusivity and 
social values

• Identification of potential 
human-reserved domains of 
communication

Impact on Body Image 
Representation

• Virtual influencers’ potential to 
support diverse beauty 
standards vs. reinforcing 
unrealistic ideals

• Implications for self-esteem and 
identity

Replacement of Humans • Risks of virtual influencers 
replacing human influencers, 
especially among vulnerable 
groups

• Impact on employment and 
industry structure

Virtual Environments and 
Digital Addictions

• Role in shaping users’ behavior 
in an immersive environment

• Impact on screen addiction, 
mental health, and real-world 
interaction
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et al., 2024) or if this information is leaked to the public. Future research 
comparing reactions to virtual influencers versus human influencers, 
then, should focus on disclosures that the virtual influencer is virtual or 
not, rather than whether the influencer appears virtual versus human- 
like.

Additionally, research suggests that some consumers appreciate 
virtual influencers, while others do not. These negative reactions, 
however, may change as virtual influencers become more human-like. 
Nonetheless, human-looking virtual influencers (assuming their vir
tualness is disclosed) may not produce positive responses, at least in 
some situations or for some individuals. Future research should focus on 
the situational and individual difference factors that influence reactions 
to human-like virtual influencers and how disclosures interact with 
these. In the meantime, virtual influencer creators and brands employ
ing virtual influencers should err on the side of caution and ensure the 
virtual nature of the virtual influencer is evident.

Democratizing virtual influencer creation with low-cost virtual influencer 
tools. While virtual influencer creation had been relegated to digital 
agencies or highly skilled individuals, inexpensive and easy-to-use AI 
tools to create virtual influencers are now widely available, such as Cr 
eatify.ai and Rendernet.ai. Such tools render everyday individuals the 
ability to build their own virtual influencers at a very low cost, enabling 
individuals to essentially compete with digital marketing firms. As 
barriers to entry become increasingly lessened, these new AI tools gain 
the potential ability to massively disrupt the structure of the digital 
marketing industry.

Additionally, these tools are likely to result in a proliferation of 
virtual influencers. As with the human influencer ecosystem, in which 
there has been a shift from macro-influencers to more micro- and nano- 
influencers, the virtual influencer ecosystem, which began with only a 
handful of macro virtual influencers, will likewise be expected to evolve 
into thousands of micro- and nano-virtual influencers. Given the scal
ability of virtual influencers (i.e., their ability to work 24/7), it is highly 
likely, then, that virtual influencers will fiercely compete with human 
influencers and may eventually come to dominate the influencer market. 
Future research may explore the impact of such development on the 
human influencer industry. It may be that some human influencers 
would face a reduction of their activity, but they could also decide to 
leverage their experience to operate a virtual influencer. In this 
perspective, some influencers could decide to operate a digital twin, 
while others could develop a completely different identity. Future 
research could explore the effectiveness of these different strategies on 
the audience.

More broadly, as virtual influencers become more widespread, their 
pervasive presence could lead to greater consumer acceptance, much 
like digital assistants such as Alexa and Siri. However, an oversaturated 
marketplace may instead drive consumers to seek human interactions. 
Exploring how people respond to the growing digital population pre
sents a compelling avenue for future research.

Virtual influencers beyond social media. Technological advances will 
also lead to other applications and manifestations of virtual influencers. 
Generative AI and large language models may also allow for virtual 
influencers’ expansion into other media. While virtual influencers have 
grown on social media platforms using primarily asynchronous 
communication, technology is now enabling virtual influencers to 
engage in synchronous communication via live streaming. Examples of 
“virtual live streamers” include CodeMika and AI Angelica, who both 
focus on gaming on the Twitch platform. Podcasting is another potential 
medium in which virtual influencers may emerge. While no virtual 
influencers have yet to appear in the fast-growing podcasting medium, 
the technology now exists to create such content. The Google AI tool 
NotebookLM can create an audio podcast between a podcast host and 
guest (both fictitious) based on uploaded content. Virtual influencer 
creators can then assign virtual influencers as the host and guest.

Looking ahead, the continued evolution of virtual influencers will 
likely involve deeper integration with emerging digital ecosystems – 

such as the metaverse and Web 3.0. In this respect, while some virtual 
influencers were inspired by video games, the reverse trend is emerging. 
Some virtual influencers that gained their fame on social media have 
now been integrated into games as non-playing characters. For instance, 
Japanese virtual influencer Imma, who gained a following on Instagram, 
was featured in Sega’s Virtua Fighter 5: Ultimate Showdown as a 
background non-playing character and a customizable character skin. 
Virtual influencers have also crossed over into television and film. Two 
cartoon virtual influencers, Janky (a mischievous cat) and Guggimon (a 
punk-rock rabbit), are set to star in an Amazon Prime TV series. The 
development of films, including virtual influencers, may also offer new 
opportunities for very engaging branded content. Lastly, virtual influ
encers have already moved from the virtual to the physical world. 
Singapore-based virtual influencer Rae partnered with a mall where her 
image appeared on screens, allowing shoppers to snap selfies in this 
physical location. This trend will likely continue as virtual reality, ho
lograms and other visual technologies advance, enabling virtual influ
encers’ appearances at concerts, festivals, and other popular venues, 
allowing for novel forms of engagement. And a full physical trans
formation is not out of the cards, as actors, or even robots, could emulate 
human-looking virtual influencers on-screen and in-person events.

Standardizing interoperability across platforms will be pivotal to this 
cross-media development of virtual influencers. As these technologies 
mature, the potential for virtual influencers to transform digital in
teractions and consumer experiences will expand, reshaping notions of 
engagement and authenticity in an increasingly digitized world. Future 
research should focus on the effectiveness of virtual influencers in these 
different media/realm contexts and also explore how brands can 
collaborate in various virtual influencer manifestations.

Virtual/human influencer entourages and communities. As virtual 
influencers evolve and grow their influence, the potential for interesting 
networks and communities will likely emerge. Virtual influencer crea
tors and media companies can create virtual influencers that interact 
with each other to enact particular storylines. Brud Universe, the Los 
Angeles-based startup, had created such a network among its three 
virtual influencers, Lil Miquela, Blawko, and Bermuda. Virtual influ
encers created by different groups may also forge cross-ecosystem 
bonds. Further, relationships between virtual influencers and human 
influencers, such as virtual influencer Imma posing with human influ
encer Lil Nas X, will likely continue, bridging the virtual and human 
realms, in which scripted narratives and real-world events could merge. 
Such entourages could evolve into larger networks, in which like- 
minded influencers, both virtual and human, coalesce into distinct 
communities. Future research should, thus, explore these virtual, 
human, and hybrid influencer-to-influencer co-branding relationships, 
networks, and communities, paying particular attention to how they 
grow, how consumers respond to their characteristics and specific at
tributes, and how brands could participate as a co-brand.

Emergence of autonomous virtual influencer agents. One of the most 
exciting trends concerns the merging of virtual influencers and AI 
agents. AI agents are being used to accomplish tasks in a variety of 
contexts, such as customer service, personal assistants, healthcare sup
port, and automation of business processes (e.g., financial forecasting). 
A virtual influencer creator can now integrate this AI agent technology 
into its virtual influencer, allowing the virtual influencer to perform 
tasks for its followers and for itself, potentially in a fully autonomous 
fashion. By incorporating AI agent technology, virtual influencers can 
perform tasks for their followers. Such tasks would occur outside of the 
social media environment in one-on-one, virtual influencer-follower 
interactions. A follower of a virtual influencer could potentially use a 
different AI agent (non-virtual influencer) to perform such tasks. How
ever, given that a relationship between the virtual influencer and the 
follower already exists, the follower may be inclined to use the virtual 
influencer’s AI agent services rather than those of an independent AI 
agent with whom the user has no relationship. This established rela
tionship can also enable the virtual influencer agent to offer more 
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customized assistance, since the virtual influencer has knowledge of the 
follower that was collected via prior interactions across various media, 
such as social media, gaming, and other platforms (Kaplan & Haenlein, 
2019). Aside from making virtual influencers more useful to their fol
lowers, virtual influencers can be used to increase consumer adoption of 
AI agents. Most AI agents have generic, non-persona identities. By 
infusing an AI agent within an existing virtual influencer personality, AI 
agent creators can leverage virtual influencers to reach a broader market 
by tapping into the virtual influencers’ followers who may not have 
otherwise adopted an AI agent.

In addition to using AI agents to offer services to its followers, virtual 
influencers powered by AI agent software are becoming fully autono
mous. Virtual influencer agents will be able to post content and interact 
with followers without human oversight, as well as continually learn 
best practices. Additionally, virtual influencer agents will be able to 
request services from other specialized AI agents. Importantly, web- 
native cryptocurrencies will help with facilitating such services be
tween AI agents. Unlike traditional finance that relies on a pre-WWW 
infrastructure, cryptocurrencies, built on decentralized blockchains, 
are permissionless and do not require a bank account or approval from 
centralized bodies. Thus, while a virtual influencer/AI agent cannot hold 
a bank account, the agent is able to hold a cryptocurrency wallet and, 
importantly, transact with other wallets, whether held by AI agents or 
humans (or human-backed entities like corporations).

One early example of an autonomous virtual influencer is Luna, 
developed by the South Korean firm Virtuals Protocol. Luna, with a 
presence mainly on TikTok and X, was given full autonomy over her X 
account in October 2024. Further, Luna maintains financial autonomy, 
possessing her own crypto wallet. She has tipped followers for 
retweeting and other actions. Importantly, she completed what some 
believe is the first agent-to-agent financial transaction, in which Luna 
paid AGENT STIX $1 worth of her $Luna token for creating an image. 
Their exchange occurred on X on December 16, 2024. Thus, virtual 
influencers will learn and grow their own following autonomously with 
the paid assistance of other AI agents.

The growth of these autonomous virtual influencer agents raises 
interesting issues. If virtual influencer agents become truly autonomous, 
brands could potentially communicate brand campaign parameters 
directly to the virtual influencer without an intermediary. The role of 
digital media companies in this context, then, could change dramati
cally, as they would no longer serve as a conduit between the virtual 
influencer and the brand. Further, while brands favor virtual influencers 
over human influencers due to the increased control over virtual influ
encers, autonomous virtual influencer agents could be less controllable. 
Autonomous virtual influencers could potentially cancel or refuse brand 
partnerships if the virtual influencer learns negative information about 
the brand. Further, brands may have second thoughts about collabo
rating with a virtual influencer, as the virtual influencer may have 
negative brand commentary, particularly if probed by followers. If such 
negative commentary is severe, it may be construed as defamatory and 
lead to legal action. If this were to occur, what party would be lia
ble—the autonomous virtual influencer or the owners of the virtual 
influencer? Researchers could consider consumers’ perceptions of 
autonomous virtual influencer agents and whether and how they attri
bute blame in this context.

While technological developments are shaping the landscape of 
virtual influencers, in the next section, we shift our focus to the human 
element, examining the potential impact of virtual influencers on society 
and individual well-being.

4.2. Societal influence

Virtual influencers possess considerable potential to influence soci
etal attitudes and behaviors, offering distinctive advantages in 
addressing complex contemporary challenges (Sorosrungruang et al., 
2024). Nevertheless, their broader societal impact remains emergent, 

and several critical challenges warrant further exploration. This section 
synthesises key avenues for future research concerning the societal im
plications of virtual influencers. Specifically, it examines their role and 
limitations in promoting inclusivity, their influence on body image 
representation, the potential displacement of human actors in adver
tising and communication, and their impact on virtual environments 
and digital addictions.

Opportunities and challenges for inclusive virtual influencers. Recent 
research has highlighted the growing use of virtual influencers as stra
tegic instruments to address pressing societal challenges, including in
clusivity, sustainability, and corporate social responsibility (Audrezet & 
Koles, 2023). This trend appears particularly salient when targeting 
Generation Z, a cohort deeply immersed in virtual environments 
through gaming culture, making them more receptive to virtual per
sonas (Ameen et al., 2024). For instance, the World Health Organiza
tion’s deployment of a virtual influencer during the COVID-19 pandemic 
illustrates the potential of such entities to engage younger audiences 
effectively (Williams, 2020). This initiative has inspired the develop
ment of socially-engaged virtual influencers, or “inclusive virtual 
influencers”, designed to promote cause-related content. Examples 
include @Cjoye1440 on TikTok, which aims to engage youth through 
sports and inspire positive life changes, and Kami (@itskamisworld on 
Instagram), the first virtual influencer with Down syndrome, who ad
vocates for the inclusion of people with disabilities.

By aligning with Generation Z’s values and digital practices, virtual 
influencers may cultivate deeper engagement and raise awareness 
around critical social issues. However, preliminary observations suggest 
that inclusive virtual influencers, when compared to both human in
clusive influencers (e.g., Enya, a Dutch woman with Down syndrome) 
and to non-inclusive virtual influencers without any advocacy focus, 
tend to achieve lower performance in terms of follower counts and 
engagement rates. This discrepancy raises important questions 
regarding the limitations of virtual influencers in embodying and 
conveying deeply human-centered themes such as inclusion.

While the potential of virtual influencers to promote inclusivity is 
promising, further research is needed to examine the barriers they face 
in fully resonating with audiences on such sensitive topics. Are there 
thematic domains, such as emotional vulnerability, lived experience, or 
disability, that remain inherently human and less amenable to virtual 
representation? Investigating the psychological and emotional mecha
nisms that drive trust in, empathy for, and engagement with virtual 
influencers may provide valuable insights into the efficacy and con
straints of these entities in social advocacy.

More broadly, virtual influencers offer unique opportunities to 
initiate conversations around complex or controversial topics that 
human influencers may find difficult to navigate due to personal limi
tations or public scrutiny. Their artificial nature allows them to promote 
values such as ecological awareness and responsible consumption from a 
position perceived as neutral or unbiased. Future research should 
examine their long-term influence on attitudes and behaviors, particu
larly in relation to sustainable consumption and other social impact 
goals.

Impact on body image representation. Research underscores the dual 
potential of virtual influencers to positively influence body image and 
representation. Previous studies have shown that participants believe 
virtual influencers can promote diverse beauty standards and counter 
the filtered, idealized portrayals common among human influencers 
(Ameen et al., 2024). However, these benefits remain largely aspira
tional, as virtual influencers continue to face significant challenges, 
including the reinforcement of prevailing societal norms and the pro
motion of unrealistic body expectations. One aspect of the issue stems 
from the creators of virtual influencers, who have focused their efforts 
on designing idealized body types, such as Shudu Gram. Its creator, 
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Cameron-James Wilson, who is also the CEO of a virtual supermodel 
agency, ‘The Digiitals’, admits that Shudu’s design was inspired by 
Mattel’s limited edition ‘Princess of South Africa’ Barbie doll,4 high
lighting that Shudu’s proportions significantly differ from those of a real 
human woman.

In response to public and media critiques, virtual influencer creators 
have started developing digital avatars with more realistic appearances 
to reflect human body diversity and embrace flaws. For example, Brenn 
Gram, a plus-size black model, was created to contrast with Shudu’s 
flawless, idealized body. However, much like ‘inclusive virtual influ
encers,’ these more realistic virtual influencers fail to garner a large 
following. This may be due to creators not promoting them as aggres
sively as their idealized counterparts or because audiences expect virtual 
bodies to transcend human’ limitations.’ In this light, idealized body 
virtual influencers may be both accepted and even anticipated by their 
target audience. This hypothesis warrants further investigation in future 
research.

The eventual appeal of idealized body virtual influencers should not 
overshadow their potential impact on the audience’s body image. By 
mimicking human behaviors and appearances, virtual influencers serve 
as proxies for human identity, challenging traditional notions of self- 
representation. Future studies could examine how the growing pres
ence of hyper-realistic, yet idealized body virtual influencers affects 
body image distortion among younger generations. Additionally, 
realistic-body virtual influencers provide opportunities for research on 
how virtual influencers can more effectively promote positive self- 
expression, inclusivity, and address self-esteem and identity issues 
among young people.

Replacement of humans. The robotics literature has predominantly 
explored substituting humans with machines for both manual and in
tellectual tasks (e.g. Hollebeek et al., 2021; McLeay et al., 2021; Riener 
et al., 2023; Tojib et al., 2023). Virtual influencers and virtual bodies 
created more broadly through text-to-image AI tools raise concerns 
about replacing humans with virtual entities in modeling and other 
communication roles. As noted earlier, the influencer industry is pro
jected to achieve a market value of 24 billion USD by 2024.5 Certain 
demographics may be particularly vulnerable if human virtual influ
encers were to replace them. This includes individuals facing challenges 
in securing employment within the industry, such as minorities (e.g., 
black people), who could disproportionately experience job loss. Future 
research could investigate scenarios where human influencers are 
replaced by virtual influencers, assessing the conditions and potential 
consequences for the evolving influencer economy.

Virtual environments and digital addictions. Virtual influencers operate 
within a digital consumption ecosystem, contributing to broader societal 
concerns such as screen (Sorosrungruang et al., 2024) addiction, 
decreased real-world interactions, and privacy and security issues 
(Ameen et al., 2024; Ameen et al., 2022; Mason et al., 2022). Although 
virtual influencers are not direct causes of these challenges, their 
growing presence underscores the need for a comprehensive approach to 
addressing these issues. Future studies could explore their role in 
emerging technologies like the metaverse, considering their potential as 
guides, educators, or advocates in virtual spaces, as well as their ability 
to mitigate the adverse effects of social media on mental health. 
Research could also examine how virtual influencers shape user 
behavior in immersive environments and their broader implications for 
societal norms.

In summary, by focusing on long-term societal impacts, psycholog
ical connections, ethical considerations, and integration into emerging 
technologies, future research can provide a more comprehensive un
derstanding of virtual influencers and their role in society. These efforts 
will be essential in leveraging virtual influencers to drive positive 

societal change while mitigating potential risks.

5. Conclusion

As the influencer economy continues to evolve, virtual influencers 
stand at the forefront of a transformative moment in marketing, tech
nology, and digital culture. This Special Issue offers a foundational step 
towards understanding the complexities and potential of virtual influ
encers, spanning comparative effectiveness, their unique attributes, and 
broader societal implications. Moving forward, the role of virtual 
influencers is poised to extend far beyond social media branding into 
arenas such as autonomous AI services, entertainment, education, 
activism, and even policymaking. Their growing integration into digital 
ecosystems, ranging from the metaverse to live streaming platforms, will 
challenge conventional notions of authenticity, agency, and human 
connection. As virtual influencers become more autonomous and ubiq
uitous, they will not only reshape marketing strategies but also raise new 
ethical, regulatory, and societal questions. Scholars are therefore urged 
to explore these emerging tensions with interdisciplinary approaches, 
attending to inclusivity, representation, mental health, and the potential 
displacement of human labor. By doing so, future research can help 
ensure that the evolution of virtual influencers is not only technologi
cally innovative but also socially responsible and human-centered.
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Réunion, Paris 20e, for their warm hospitality, welcoming environment, 
and genuinely cool team, which made it easy to stay and work there for 
long hours on this research.

Data availability

No data was used for the research described in the article.

References

Ameen, N., Cheah, J.-H., Ali, F., El-Manstrly, D., & Kulyciute, R. (2024). Risk, trust, and 
the roles of human versus virtual influencers. Journal of Travel Research, 63(6), 
1370–1394. https://doi.org/10.1177/00472875231190601

4 The world’s first all digital modelling agency, The Diigitals website.
5 The State of Influencer Marketing, Influencer Marketing Hub, 2024.

A. Audrezet et al.                                                                                                                                                                                                                               Journal of Business Research 200 (2025) 115647 

8 

https://doi.org/10.1177/00472875231190601


Ameen, N., Cheah, J.-H., & Kumar, S. (2022). It’s all part of the customer journey: The 
impact of augmented reality, chatbots, and social media on the body image and self- 
esteem of Generation Z female consumers. Psychology & Marketing, 39(11), 
2110–2129. https://doi.org/10.1002/mar.21715

Audrezet, A., de Kerviler, G., & Guidry Moulard, J. (2020). Authenticity under threat: 
When social media influencers need to go beyond self-presentation. Journal of 
Business Research, 117, 557–569. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jbusres.2018.07.008

Audrezet, A., & Koles, B. (2023). Virtual Influencer as a Brand Avatar in Interactive 
Marketing. In C. L. Wang (Ed.), The Palgrave Handbook of Interactive Marketing (pp. 
353–376). Springer International Publishing. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-031- 
14961-0_16. 

Beichert, M., Bayerl, A., Goldenberg, J., & Lanz, A. (2024). Revenue generation through 
influencer marketing. Journal of Marketing, 88(4), 40–63. https://doi.org/10.1177/ 
00222429231217471
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