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Abstract 

This conference paper will be addressing the authenticity of online identities and 
communities that have been established through social media networks by 
influencers. I will be arguing that paid influencers and influencer culture challenge the 
authenticity of online communities, as social media platforms provide users with the 
opportunity to develop a sense of community, but the virtual community has been 
established to create customers and generate income for the influencer.  In support of 
this argument, I will be discussing traditional ideas of community, identity creation 
and performance on social media and virtual communities, influencer culture and an 
analysis of influencer Caroline Calloway, concluding with an analysis addressing the 
challenges users face when attempting to seek out authentic online communities.  

 

Selling community and togetherness: Authenticity, identity, and 
revenue in influencer-led culture  

Tim Creevey  

 
A community, in its traditional, pre-virtual definition, loosely refers to the grouping of individuals with “some 

common interest and stronger communication flows within, than across its boundaries,” (Markus, 1987), 

noting that communities use this sense of, or experience of perceived common identity and, both formally and 

informally, group and communicate in support of the needs of their common identity and/or shared cause. 

Traditional community structures, operating through pre-internet technologies, were products of “being born 

into and dying within the same network of relations,”, which were limited to the distance’s individuals could 

communicate (Hampton & Wellman, 2018). A community was traditionally habited by individuals who shared 

many commonalities imposed by fundamental geographical and lifestyle similarities. Now, as connected 

technologies have become integrated into habited locations, “capability constraints imposed by physical 

characteristics of one’s environment are … relaxed,” (Schwanen & Kwan, 2008). Time and space restrictions to 

individual online activities are minimized, with Hampton (2015) arguing that people are “nearly free from the 

constraints of time, space and social bonds,” through new technologies, that enable “persistent contact and 

pervasive awareness,”. Connected technologies not only host platforms where users can interact with society 

and source information, they have also shaped the way we can communicate by expanding capabilities of 

information sharing allowing users to remain continually connected and informed within and beyond their 

communities. Individuals with connected technology are enabled to communicate with information and other 

users regardless of their location or ability to meet in a physical space. While the activities of individuals 

engaged in pre-virtual and virtual communities differ, Wetherall, Plakans and Wellman (1994) argue that “the 

essence of community is its social structure, not its spatial structure,”, noting that connections in 

communication, rather than physicality, are what is required for a community to exist.  
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Virtual communities are spaces where individuals communicate online, either in a public or private forum, 

where the communication and interaction is “centered around a specific mutual interest, hobby, life event (or) 

occupation,” (Ridings, Gefen and Arinze, 2002). Dotson (2017), as cited in Hampton and Wellman (2018) 

argues that technology does not change community, noting that it is the “structure of the network” that is 

responsible for changes in community. Technology now affords individuals to join larger, wider networks, and 

join communities that have little to no pre-requisites for acceptance. Delanty (2018) argues that virtual 

communities “exist as communities based on shared identities and whose members rarely meet,” noting that 

virtual interaction removes any requirement or expectation of physical interaction between users, and that 

community occurs due to affiliations and felt connections between users online identities only.  

 

An individual can both seek out a virtual community or be sought after by a virtual community based on their 

shared online attributes. Commonly, members of virtual communities would previously have been strangers 

prior to joining the virtual community with “trust (being) a key element in fostering the voluntary online 

cooperation between strangers seen in a virtual environment,” (Ridings, Gefen and Arinze, 2002). The 

perception of trust can be established online through users sharing with each other, commonly in the form of 

“authentic” identifying media. Notably platforms like Facebook, Instagram, and TikTok encourage the user to 

create and share their “digital identity” which Warburton and Hatzipanagos (2013) advise includes both the 

physical representation of the person such as their name, age and descriptive identifying information, and the 

individual’s “implicit representation of person,”, referring to an individual’s online reputation, also noting that 

these platforms “offer new contexts for presenting a self that is less than authentic,” (Lim, Nicholson, Yang & 

Kim, 2015). While the platforms enable users to convey authenticity through the sharing of personal 

information and media, noting that individuals have control over how much information they share (framing 

public perception of their identity), users can easily use online platforms to misrepresent or deceive others 

through performing false identities, for either online or offline gains.   

 

Users of the internet who accumulate large followings and form communities from their networks are 

commonly referred to as “influencers”. Online influencer identities range from average unknown internet 

users to popular and well-known identities and celebrities. Abidin & Cover (2020, as cited in Aggleton, Cover, 

Leahy and Rasmussen, 2020) advise that “subsequent to their emergence in the early-2000s, influencers have 

progressed from hobbyist home-based webcamming and desktop publishing to extremely lucrative full-time 

careers,”. Influencers commonly present alongside average social media users on social media platforms; their 

profiles are sometimes indistinguishable from other users. Abidin & Ots (2016, as cited in Edström, Kenyon & 

Svensson, 2016) describe influencers as “shapers of public opinion,” who persuade their audience through 

online and physical interactions “to sustain their accessibility, believability, emulate-ability, and intimacy,”. 

Unlike an individual who may attract or create a virtual community through their online presence organically 

for nothing but personal expression, validation and social credit, influencers seek to influence users through 
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their performed authenticity, structured social media presence and publicized values and affiliations. The 

influencer develops a distinctive public image or “self-brand” for “commercial gain and/or cultural capital,” 

(Khamis, Ang and Welling, 2016). Unlike a traditional advertisers, an influencer will use their identity and 

lifestyle to gain followers, sometimes identified as fans or even friends, to create a virtual community, through 

which they can amass a following of “hundreds, or even millions, making their reach comparable to that of 

traditional media” (Abidin & Ots, 2016, as cited in Edström, Kenyon & Svensson, 2016). While it could be 

argued that brand endorsements that sit within influencer content are implied and sometimes relatively 

unconcealed (and within some jurisdictions are mandatory to be disclosed), “influencers often do not 

appropriately disclose the commercial nature of their posts,” (De Veirman, Hudders & Nelson, 2019). This can 

lead to the amassing of followers and/or communities, who are brought together by their affiliation for the 

influencer, who are somewhat unaware that, similar to a multi-level marketing approach, the influencer is 

looking to create a network to market to, and market from, based on lucrative advertising opportunities that 

exist for entities with large bases of followers. 

 

Influencers commonly present a curated existence online through crafted imagery, video and other media 

usually displayed through social networking profiles. Followers may choose to follow an influencer based on 

shared values, vulnerability, perceived authenticity, or connection. A differentiation for an influencer and 

regular user content on social media may be represented through the level of planning and strategy that is 

invested into what the user or influencer shares; this is sometimes however, hard to distinguish. Caroline 

Calloway, an Instagram user who spent many “years building a (virtual) community of almost one million 

people,” (McNeal, 2019), was widely known on the platform due to her descriptive and poetic depictions of 

her desirable and privileged existence. Natalie Beach, a former friend and content ghostwriter for Calloway 

noted in a 2019 article, that Calloway admitted that her online persona had been constructed to eventually 

market and sell a memoir, which she had been told by a publisher was dependent on her building a large 

community of followers. Despite having helped write content for Calloway’s social media, Beach was unaware 

that Calloway’s persona was a constructed one, and had believed Calloway’s presence was authentic (Beach, 

2019). In response to the large community of followers she had amassed, Calloway hosted a series of 

unsuccessful “creativity” workshops, that were aimed at capitalizing on her curated values she conveyed to her 

followers through her posts, such as “heartbreak, creativity and art,” (Jeffery, 2019). Following criticism of 

these workshops, which were deemed unsatisfactory and fraudulent by her fans and not aligning to the 

identity they thought they knew, her fans and critics began to investigate who the person was behind the 

profile, and eventually her Instagram and life was revealed to be a constructed identity, and coverage heavily 

criticized her as a fraud. One follower noted that she “believed Calloway was authentic”, however she “misled 

thousands of (her) fans,” (Scott, as cited in Tait, 2019). Many of her followers were left devastated by these 

revelations, expressing that authenticity and trust was what they had sought in Calloway; they didn’t want 

fiction, they joined her community because they related to her identity and felt affiliated with her story and 

values. In addressing her motivations, Calloway (as cited in Tait, 2019) advised that she simply wanted to 
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create spaces where her virtual community could share vulnerable stories, and she continues to excuse her 

actions that may have been cited as deceptive and hurtful to her original community, and more recently, 

continues to attract new followers directly related to the controversy that followed the negative exposure. 

Alongside amassing a large following of users organically, Calloway admitted to purchasing followers, which in 

turn generated large volumes of purchased attention or “likes” on her photographs and stories, increasing her 

social capital and attracting new and genuinely interested followers. Calloway intentionally advertised her 

social media profile, boosted her image “likes” with purchased attention, and marketed to potential followers 

through targeted advertising. These actions generated a community of followers who had not joined 

organically; they had been amassed deliberately to create potential revenue for Calloway.  

 
While it can be argued that many followers are not aware of, or not concerned by, the authenticity of an 

influencers content, given that following profiles does not indicate an allegiance, friendship, or personal 

relationship with the influencer. The communities that are fostered around influencers are established 

through conflicting objectives. Khamis, Ang and Welling (2016) argue that “social media is “driven by a specific 

kind of identity construction,”, and this process is undertaken by all users who use these platforms, drafting 

and framing depictions and imagery that they see as best performing their “self”. While it can be theorized 

that influencers are also doing this, and within this construction of identity lies an authentic depiction of self 

that attracts community, identity creation directly for profit and virtual community generation for revenue can 

be deceptive, and this conflict of value and intention challenges the authenticity of communities online. Abidin 

(2021) argues that “the intimacies negotiated (between an influencer and their virtual community) are 

impressions that are felt by followers, as opposed to whether or not these intimacies are actually “authentic” 

or “genuine”, noting that the connection between a user, the influencer and the virtual community is relative 

to the user alone, and that the connection itself is the only attribute of importance.  Marche (2012) argues that 

social media has revealed that “a connection is not the same thing as a bond,” and this is evident through the 

relationships formed by and through influencers and their virtual community. Despite a connection being 

established, either as a “friend” or “follower”, neither action necessarily indicates true connection or kin, 

noting that true community through online platforms is difficult to establish, and while it may satisfy 

momentary urges for connection and community, authenticity continues to be challenging to distinguish 

through social media platforms. While it may be possible to argue that communities generated for leader profit 

exist in non-digital spaces, and aligning member values are not a prerequisite for a community to exist or 

operate, social networking platforms and emerging technologies continue to afford opportunities for 

attention-driven revenue generation for influencers, while challenging ideals of how community, identity and 

authenticity are performed online.  

 

This conference paper has addressed the authenticity of online communities that are established virtually by 

online influencers. While community has been mobilized virtually through social media platforms and the 

internet, providing users with an opportunity to join virtual communities that align to their values and ideals, 
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influencers, who may be indistinguishable from other users, use social media platforms to curate identities 

alongside personal profiles that attract followers and create communities for their individual gain and not for 

direct benefit of their community, misleading users and challenging the authenticity of virtual communities. 
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