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To understand influencer marketing, let’s first review the dark side of its history.

In 1954 when news began to emerge about the harmful effects of smoking, advertising guru 

Leo Burnett faced a tough puzzle. He had been approached by a cigarette manufacturer  

who wanted to pitch “filters” as a safer alternative in smoking — ostensibly, the filters would 

block the bad stuff out — and Burnett knew two things. Men smoked most cigarettes. And 

filters on the things were considered feminine. What to do?

So Leo Burnett invented The Marlboro Man — the epitome of toughness, a cowboy on 

a range riding a horse smoking a damned filtered cigarette. The guy had stubble. A tan. A 

squint. Maybe a busted jaw. Everything any man in his heart really wanted to be. Burnett’s 

campaign caught wildfire, driving sales of Marlboro cigarettes up from $5 to $20 million 

within just two years. The white-and-tan filtered cigarettes became so iconic, well, soon that’s 

what everyone expected cigarettes to look like.

While a fictional character, The Marlboro Man showed how human personas could drive 

products. For the next 50 years, as the Marlboro campaign continued to run with different 

male models, other marketers came closer and closer to using real humans to embody brands. 

Cartoonish proxies for company products evolved from the silly Michelin Man to the real 

Colonel Harland David Sanders (KFC), Dave Thomas (Wendy’s), Kate Spade and Ivanka 

Trump. Soon, hundreds of brands were being touted by human founders, human sports pros, 

human actors.

Then along came social media.
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What is influencer marketing?

With millions of real humans now trying to build buzz for themselves online, the topic of 

influencer marketing has grown hot in recent years. Marketers, who have long known the 

persuasive power of a human face, are now chasing “nodes” in social networks — the top 

1% or so of people online who have connected with thousands, or millions, of followers. If 

advertising in its essence tries to push memes, or societal-shifting ideas, through networks, 

the people who stand in the crossroads of new social networks are now in high demand.  

(Yes, cat videos are memes; so are handshakes, men’s neckties, and religions. At heart, every 

marketer wants her or his idea to spread through all of society like a viral habit or belief. 

Social scientist Richard Dawkins called such ideas that spread widely “memes.”) 

In 2017, Forbes reported that 86% of U.S. marketers were investing in some form of  

influencer marketing, trying to get the few who are newly famous to share a product with 

their millions of followers. 

Three recent trends in society have made human influencers more important to marketers:

1.  A revolution in consumer media use has outpaced old media. Around the world, the 

majority of media content is now produced and consumed by individual humans, not 

professional media outlets. Facebook has more than 1 billion users, meaning that at 10 

posts per user per month on average, humans produce more than 10 billion Facebook 

images, stories and messages every 30 days. By comparison, 400 cable television networks 

running day and night produce only 17.3 million minutes of content a month.

 Humans on social media now create more content than every television channel  

combined by a factor of nearly 600 to 1.

2. Publishers have responded with polarizing content, which erodes trust. As media habits 

shift away from old outlets, the publishers who make money off those platforms have 

sought to lock in smaller audiences with hyperbole. In the United States, for instance,  

the TV cable network MSNBC caters to liberals and Fox News is tuned for conservatives. 

Each network gives very different reports of the same news story, designed to highlight 

the political angle most likely to resonate with their respective, biased audiences.

 While this approach keeps subsets of people happy — Fox News and MSNBC are now 

the top-rated news networks in America — overall, the conflicting stories have damaged 

public trust in the media. A recent study found that 1 in 2 Americans don’t believe they 

can find a single, credible news source.
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3. In response, humans are turning to humans. With trust in media declining, people  

are turning to others they know. A recent study by the firm TurnTo found that 53% of  

consumers have been influenced in making a purchase by user-generated content — a 

photo, post, or review produced by another individual. 

 As consumers spend more time online using social media, a new form of human celebrity 

has emerged. These are influencers.

One of the most dramatic examples of influencer marketing comes from Iceland. In 2010, 

the northern island nation had a relatively small tourism industry, equal to about $4 billion 

in annual spending. And then the volcano Eyjafjallajokull blew up. If you think your  

marketing team has challenges, imagine the bad press when your entire country is covered  

by hot sulfur and smoke.

Iceland’s tourist organizations responded based on a keen research finding: More than 80% 

of past visitors to the island would recommend the trip to their friends. Iceland began PR 

outreach to hundreds of influencers, and a few years later, was able to convince U.S. pop star 

Justin Bieber to showcase the country’s waterfalls and green cliffs in his “Show Me” video. 

That music video was eventually watched more than 416 million times. Word of mouth 

buzz on Iceland took off; annual visits grew from 300,000 to more than 1 million a year; and 

tourist spending more than doubled to $8.6 billion. Today, tourism has become the lifeblood 

of Iceland’s economy.
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The influencer trust management model

So how do you set up an influencer marketing program? Based on interviews with more than 

a dozen marketing executives and analytics professionals who work with influencers, our 

agency Mediassociates has developed what we call an “INFLUENCER TRUST MANAGE-

MENT MODEL.” This framework uses four strategic vectors to guide any marketing team 

in scoring, selecting, managing and measuring influencers. Each of these areas is important. 

And if you miss any one, you will fail.

Let’s explore the model.

REACH: This is the most obvious criterion for scoring and selecting an influencer for a 

campaign. Reach is simply the number of people you will “reach” with your message via an 

influencer’s promotion. Note, this must be calculated carefully to get to unduplicated reach. 

And there is both a positive and negative force working toward this number.

The positive force for calculating reach is the “1:9 Rule.” On social media, the “1:9 Rule” 

means that for any 1% of the population posting an image or story, another 9% of the  

population is inclined to share it. (The remaining 90% of the population tends to be listeners 

who don’t engage in any content sharing.) So the maximum “positive force of sharing” is a 
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multiple of 9. If your enlisted influencer shares an amazing story, it may be multiplied  

9 times. When ideas go viral online, this rule acts as a multiplier: 1 x 9 x 9 x 9…

So far, this is exciting. But now we must examine the friction on that propagation. Obviously, 

not every message goes viral.

The negative force on reach is the “100:5 Rule.” This means that for every 100 followers any 

influencer has, typically only 5 may see the post at any time. There are several reasons for this 

steep drop-off. One is that people don’t spend every second of every day online; on Instagram, 

usage is typically 24 minutes a day, or 1.7% of a human’s actually 24-hour life. So if you post 

now to 100,000 people, only a small percent currently active may see it.

Think of these rules as the gas and brakes on your social message propagation. The positive 

1:9 Rule and the negative 100:5 Rule both act together to push you forward and back. Most 

often, the brakes win.

Reach can thus be calculated through multiple sharing cycles, first by using the 100:5 rule 

to estimate the 5% who see the post, then multiplying that by the 1:9 rule for potential 9% 

sharing. Unfortunately, this means a single post by an influencer with 100,000 followers may 

only reach 5,023 people.

This winnowing in reach is why most influencer campaigns fail.

RESONANCE: The second vector to be considered in influencer marketing is the resonance, 

or credibility, of the influencer. Resonance means the influencer is perceived as trustworthy. 

When scoring influencers on resonance, a good signal is the engagement rate of his or her 

followers, such as the percent of posts that are Liked or shared. An influencer with a 4% 

engagement rate has greater resonance than one with only 1% engagement.

Also examine the history of each influencer. Our past analysis of social campaigns has found 

that influencers with a longer track record of posting in a content category are more likely 

to be trusted, and thus more likely to spur an action. Someone who has been posting for 

four years on a topic related to planning vacations is more likely to be believed than another 

influencer who has just started posting about travel a few months ago.

RELEVANCE: Now, once you’ve calculated reach and evaluated the influencer’s resonance, 

you must wade into the murkier waters of relevance. This is a subjective measure of whether 

a particular influencer posting a story about your brand will be perceived as relevant to the 

end recipient.

“Think of these rules as the gas and brakes 
on your social message propagation.” 



Influencers – Selecting and managing them for marketing promotion

7 ©2018 Mediassociates, Inc.

Consider a travel marketer who desires to promote an ancient historical site, such as the 

Roman ruins in Jerash, Jordan. He might consider two influencers, the first with 100,000 

followers and a 2% engagement rate, and the second with 130,000 followers and a 2.5% 

engagement rate. Based on the first two factors of reach and relevance, the second influencer 

seems a stronger bet.

However, when considering relevance, our marketing friend discovers the first influencer 

writes often about travel deals in unexpected places. The second influencer posts photos of 

herself in skimpy swimsuits. Um. We’re trying to promote ancient ruins here, not bikinis. 

Using relevance as a criteria, our marketer should likely go with Influencer No. 1.

Relevance is important, because if the influencer doesn’t share information relevant to his or 

her followers, nothing you do in your campaign will lead to results.

FREQUENCY: Finally, frequency must be added to the three areas above to make sure you 

get into the minds of your target consumers. Frequency in communications is the concept 

that humans need to hear or see a message several times before the idea is fully processed. 

This concept originated in 1884, when German psychologist Hermann Ebbinghaus ran 

series of experiments where he showed subjects a series of nonsensical words such as:

XFTG          YIRJ         QPOI          ULAU

If the strange words were flashed only once on a card, people did not remember them. But 

when subjects were shown the made-up words four or five times in a row, even with breaks 

in-between, they became able to recall the spelling of each word.

7 ©2018 Mediassociates, Inc.
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The way to control frequency in influencer marketing is simple: Add paid advertising. By 

cross-promoting the influencer “content” in paid advertising channels, such as digital ads, 

online videos, or paid social media posts, you’ll be able to insure you give your audience 

the appropriate frequency level to spur memory and then action. Brands such as American 

Express are doing this now by promoting influencer posts in paid digital advertising — in 

essence, using the best of message authenticity (what that dude you believe in said) with the 

control of frequency that only paid advertising can provide (the ads that you simply cannot 

avoid seeing again and again).

If an influencer tweets a few times or posts a video, you may miss it. But if a marketer pro-

motes the influencer’s content in paid advertising, you can’t help but see it. Like it or not, 

paid advertising is the final, vital component in making influencer marketing work. Advertis-

ing is an interruptive intrusion — always required. The only caveat here, marketers, if is you 

must knock on the consumer’s door, do so softly and with some self-control.

What’s the ROI on influencers?

Influencer marketing is a creative improvement strategy — marketers are pushing out  

stories that engender more trust, because the messages originate from influencers. So ROI 

must be calculated based on whether this story of trust works better than other advertising  

messages. Think of measuring influencers as examining the increase in impressions, responses 

and conversions in your marketing funnel. It is not magic by itself; but it can make every-

thing else work better.

The math can be complex, and if you need help, our agency Mediassociates specializes in 

building such forecasting models. But here’s a high-level view of how to use influencers to 

increase advertising ROI:

Scenario 1

A travel-destination marketer invests $1 million in traditional advertising at an $8.00 average 

CPM to achieve 125 million impressions. Given a 0.10% average response rate and 2.0% 

conversion, at 2,500 orders and $3,750 spending per tourist visitor, she achieves $9.37  

million in sales — not bad. Her ROAS (return on ad spend) is 1:9.3. For every $1.00 she 

spends on advertising, she gets more than $9.00 back. So far, good.

Scenario 2

Now, assume the same marketer enlists influencers with more credibility. She does have to 

pay them, and every dollar spent on influencers is not a dollar spent in efficient advertising. 

Her average paid media rates become less efficient — so within her $1 million budget across 

all tactics, her CPM rises to $9.00 for only 111 million impressions. Not as good as the 125 

million ad impressions in the first scenario.
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But because of the influencers’ credibility, people respond in greater numbers. She sees a 

response rate increase slightly from 0.10% to 0.12%, and conversion rates also inch up from 

2.0% to 3.0%. The combined impact is she makes 4,000 total sales at $3,750 each, for  

revenue now of $15 million. ROAS is now 1:15, and for every dollar spent, she recoups 

$15.00. Most excellent!

That’s the theory, and it is possible. If people trust your message, they are more likely to 

respond and take action. Even if front-end media costs rise slightly as you pay to play with 

influencers, your entire marketing funnel may still perform better.

To achieve this, all four aspects of the “INFLUENCER TRUST MANAGEMENT MODEL” 

must be managed carefully. Marketers must select influencers with the correct reach, trusted 

resonance, contextual relevance, and then integrate paid advertising for optimal frequency. 

Influencers will need to be tested carefully before significant investments to ensure each stage 

helps improve results in the marketing funnel. And within your entire media mix, you’ll still 

likely have to spend 90% or more of your budget on paid advertising placement to control 

the outcomes. 

Influencers alone cannot carry the day. Yet put together, a series of influencers matched to 

targeted advertising should boost marketing ROAS. You’ll share a better message that people 

will trust.

About the author

Ben Kunz is EVP of Marketing and Content at Mediassociates, a  

media planning, buying and analytics agency. A specialist in forecasting 

marketing results, Ben tracks emerging advertising and technology trends 

to bring new ideas to clients. He has been published or quoted in Ad Age, 

Adweek, The Atlantic, Bloomberg, Businessweek, Digiday, Fast Company 

and The Wall Street Journal.

About Mediassociates

Mediassociates is a leading independent media planning, buying and analytics agency. We see the 

media data behind advertising as a strategic platform for business growth. Using this, we help 

marketing clients plan and implement advertising campaigns — while predicting and measuring 

business outcomes. For more information on our services visit www.mediassociates.com. 



Influencers – Selecting and managing them for marketing promotion

10 ©2018 Mediassociates, Inc.

A MARKETER’S GUIDE 

TO INFLUENCER TERMS 
 
If you’re awash in buzzwords, use this guide to understand the core concepts of  

influencer marketing. We’ve kept it simple. Promise.

1:9 Rule: The concept that for every 1% of social media users who post or share content, 

another 9% of users are the maximum group inclined to share that content. The remaining 

90% of social media users tend to be listeners who do not actively engage. This creates a 

positive accelerating force in social media content sharing.

100:5 Rule: The concept that for every 100 followers a person has on social media, only 

about 5 are likely to see any given post (unless they are close friends or family). This  

creates a negative braking force on social media content sharing. Unfortunately, the 

100:5 Rule usually outweighs the 1:9 Rule, meaning far fewer people see a post than 

those inclined to share it.

Frequency: The number of times a message is received by an individual. In psychology 

experiments, a frequency of 3 to 5 exposures of a message is typically required in a  

short timeframe (such as a week) for a recipient to process, understand and remember  

the message.

Impression: One exposure of an advertising, public relations, media or social media  

message against an individual human; e.g., that the person sees or hears the message.

Influencer: A human being who posts on social media such as Facebook, Instagram, 

Twitter or LinkedIn. While everyone can influence, major influencers typically have 

100,000 or more followers, and minor influencers have several thousand followers.

INFLUENCER TRUST MANAGEMENT MODEL: A model created by Mediassociates that 

scores four vectors for influencer marketing: Reach, resonance, relevance and frequency.

Marketing funnel: The sequential series of events that happen in a communication 

campaign, typically starting with advertising or message impressions, then responses 

by a human to a web site or call center, then conversions to a completed lead form, then 

secondary conversions to an action such as an order or sale. By measuring each step of 

the marketing funnel, marketers can then work to improve each stage to achieve more 

sales results per marketing dollar spent. Because fewer people go to each next stage of 

this process, the flow looks like a narrowing “funnel.”

Media planning: A scientific process of modeling the marketing funnel and the various 

communication channels within it to predict, manage and optimize customer responses. 

10 ©2018 Mediassociates, Inc.
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Media planning typically involves analysis of consumer media usage to select the  

best communication channels (such as TV networks, websites, social media targeting  

approaches, etc.); building models that show all media outlets with corresponding 

impressions and responses; and measuring advertising media to optimize, or improve, 

advertising campaigns. Effective media planning both reduces advertising costs and 

improves marketing ROAS.

Media buying: Closely related to media planning, media buying is the process of  

ordering advertising space and time, negotiating with media vendors, and managing  

digital advertising engines such as Facebook, Instagram, Google Search, or program-

matic platforms. Agencies provide media buying to marketers to streamline campaign 

execution, reduce costs, and gather data for campaign optimization.

Media usage: The concept that different people use media in different ways. Marketers 

typically plan campaigns by assessing how a specific target audience uses media broadly 

(such as, Millennials spend more time on mobile than listening to radio) and also narrowly 

(such as, defining the specific web sites a targeted audience uses each month). Media 

usage can be assessed via third-party research studies, media ratings, or various data 

tracking systems.

Micro-influencer: A popular term for influencers with just a few hundred followers. While 

their individual audiences are small, micro-influencers can be managed in groups to help 

scale messaging from marketers.

Reach: The number of unique individuals reached by a marketing or social media  

message. If an influencer posts something to 100,000 followers but only 5,000 actually 

see it, the “reach” is 5,000. Reach in social media is typically declined by the 100:5 Rule 

and amplified by the 1:9 Rule.

Relevance: The concept of how relevant an influencer’s post will be to the end user. This 

is a function of three things: The content itself, typically prepared by the marketer and 

the influencer together; the influencer’s history of past content posts; and the targeting 

of that content against an appropriate audience.

Resonance: The concept of how trustworthy or credible a particular influencer is.  

Resonance can be scored in part by examining both the engagement rates of followers 

(such as the % of influencer posts that are Liked or shared) or the historical time the 

influencer has been active in social media.

11 ©2018 Mediassociates, Inc.
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ROAS (Return on Ad Spend): A common calculation for return on investment in adver-

tising or social media campaigns. ROAS is calculated as the ratio of investment to the 

amount of revenue sold by the campaign. A $1 million campaign that achieves $10 million 

in revenue has an ROAS of 1:10. A core goal of marketers is to improve the ROAS ratio.

Social media: Any form of media in which individual users can post and share content. 

Examples include Facebook, Instagram, Twitter, LinkedIn, Pinterest, Tumblr and YouTube.

Social network: A synonym for social media.

UGC (User-Generated Content): Any content created and posted by users of social  

media. This can include tweets, blog posts, Facebook posts, videos, or photos.
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