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Preface
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‘I REALLY HATE being called an influencer,’ I sighed to my agent during a meandering phone call about my career after yet another identity crisis. She laughed and said, ‘Write about it then.’ So here we are.

I’m old enough to remember when ‘influence’ was a neutral word. You had to put an adjective in front of it to give it a moral dimension. When I was growing up, Emma Watson was often wheeled out by the media as a ‘good influence’, whereas your mum’s favourite example of a ‘bad influence’ was someone who dared you and all your friends to jump off a bridge. Nowadays, social media influencers often get a bad rap. Spawned from the loins of the internet, they are seen as greedy, brain-dead reprobates with a penchant for gaudy designer clothes, scams and misinformation. And they would, most likely, dare you and five of your closest friends to plummet to your death off the side of the Clifton Suspension Bridge, all while livestreaming it for their vlog with the message ‘Merch to follow!’ That isn’t the sort of person I strive to be (although I am happy to – and have been known to – wear gaudy designer clothes).

I guess I ought to explain what an influencer is – what I am. The word ‘influencer’ means different things to different people. For some, it’s the way they describe their favourite content creator, for others it’s how they insult their least favourite reality star. The dictionary defines it as ‘a person with the ability to influence potential buyers of a product or service by promoting or recommending the items on social media.’ That’s not incorrect, because being an influencer is, according to its most cynical definition, about making life as ‘shoppable’ as possible. Whether you need a haircut, new shoes, or cream for your haemorrhoids, there’s an influencer out there for you. To sceptics, out of nowhere we light up your smartphone with a pack of slim-tummy tea in hand, our glossy hair tagged as a brand of vitamin gummies and our fingers crossed behind our back: Double-O Bimbo, licence to be ridiculed. But for some people, how easy it is to shop – via their favourite influencer’s story swipe-up links, detailed newsletter or regularly updated highlights – is a godsend. It’s like having a personalised version of your preferred fashion magazine, optimised with styles that suit your body shape, are within your budget and available to purchase in just a few steps.

With social media we can search for people whose lives we’re interested in, inspired by or can otherwise relate to. Where magazines used to give us their opinions on who is ‘best dressed’, ‘most eligible’ or has the ‘worst beach body’ – all the while presenting us with a slew of lookalike models that all fit the script for, well, being a model – social media, despite all its foibles, gives us something new. It gives us perceived agency, more diversity and a feeling that the people we follow are, in a lot of ways, just like us.

So that’s the money-making part, but there’s a lot more to it than that. An influencer is a friend in your pocket and many people follow influencers not for their ads, outfits or discount codes, but for who they are as a person. That might seem a step away from the natural order of organic human interaction, but then every year millions of people report feeling lonely, so if this works as a plaster for the wound then maybe we shouldn’t be so quick to judge? Between the carefully created flat lays, filtered adverts and posed photos, there are pockets of intimacy, vulnerability and humanity, and influencers having a positive impact on individuals and society at large. Often, people follow influencers in spite of the fact that we promote products on our pages. Many people just want to get to know us, be inspired by our style, ask our advice on relationships or what TV show to watch next, or simply be entertained.

As I’ll explain later, the paradoxical tug of war at the centre of the influencer economy is that once you get good at growing and engaging an audience, in order to sustain a level of communication with your followers that will keep them engaged and fulfilled, it needs to be your full-time job. Very, very few people have the money, resources or hours it takes to be plugged in to their phone talking to people online all day. Once it starts to become that time-consuming, you either go all in or give up and stick to the day job. If you can monetise a social media platform, the life afforded to you by the profession may suddenly start to feel very unattainable. Brands start to gift you things, restaurants invite you to try their new menu, salons offer you free blow-dries. That isn’t because those are things that ordinary people would or should do with such regularity, but because influencers are in a position to show their followers what they could do, buy or enjoy.

There are millions of places to eat, shop and be pampered in, but we try them out not just for fun (even if it is, sometimes), but because that’s our job! However, that’s when we are accused of misrepresenting the world to a captive audience, who then must come to terms with the fact that their own lives might be much less glamorous and unbridled than ours. And this is why it is complicated. The content that consumers want, can, for the most part, only exist in a world where creators have the time and resources to make it. It just so happens that the by-product of creating content that brings in followers is an extremely lucrative advertising space. Influencers act as the menu, displaying your options, but unlike the models in the pages of magazines who are paid by the hour to be a clothes horse for items they can’t keep, we get to experience and keep a myriad of products and experiences. That being said, no one would gift me a Dyson Airwrap if there wasn’t the possibility that you might buy one because of me. I am not special, it is you, my audience, that brands really want. Influencers create a path of almost no resistance for brands to reach consumers and that, well, that’s worth a lot.

It can seem as though influencers were immaculately conceived in the wet dreams of Kevin Systrom, Jack Dorsey and Mark Zuckerberg. But just like Frankenstein, are we the monsters they created or are they the monsters for creating us? Or perhaps we aren’t monsters at all. In Sarah Frier’s forensic examination of Instagram, No Filter, she speaks of how the founders were aware, even in the start-up stages, of harnessing the power of influential individuals in order to recruit more users. Even though influencers now manage their own ecosystems, the larger truth is that we all just drive more traffic to these platforms and their billionaire owners. In the early stages, the Instagram founders reached out to professionals who could take stunning, aspirational photographs, in order to encourage prospective users to download the app. They reasoned that others might sign up in the hopes that maybe they, too, could achieve the same, picture-perfect effect.

Whilst this was an early iteration of what we now understand influencers to be, it leads me to realise that my career path wasn’t as accidental as it felt. I might’ve fallen into it, but the pit was dug intentionally, ready and waiting, and although the Instagram founders were initially against users profiting from their platform, that’s exactly how I and tens of thousands of others now make our bread and butter: by advertising products to our followers. But even if they now encourage influencers, even creating tools to facilitate and monitor our work, my next pay cheque is still dependent on their whims. The algorithms and models under which we, creators and users alike, operate are designed by the gods of Silicon Valley. As such, we influencers are still mere mortals, cogs in a new system, but cogs nonetheless. Sometimes I think people forget that. The push and pull of the mechanics that make the platforms work influences us influencers as much as we influence you. It is changing, but truth be told the industry is still a little like the Wild West.

People are always desperate to peel back the curtain to see what goes on behind the ‘tiles’ of the Gram, but few really grasp how the industry works. I became an influencer before we were even called influencers. It was the first time in my life I could lay claim to getting somewhere before the mainstream. I am not into indie music. I can’t say I really get behind music without words, like techno for example, or ‘oontz oontz’ music, as one Twitter user called it. Unless it’s classical, of course, and by classical I mean the theme tunes to Harry Potter or The Lord of the Rings. I still listen to Corinne Bailey Rae, Jack Johnson and Norah Jones on rotation. My Spotify Wrapped is almost identical each year. I am not edgy, either. Even with multiple tattoos and piercings, I am more likely to be mistaken for a younger Geri Halliwell than Miley Cyrus. Such is the burden of my natural affliction: being basic.

It seems important to point out that ‘basic’ in relation to me could easily be interchanged with ‘privileged’. I am the default white, blonde, blue-eyed, ‘well-spoken’ woman who has elbowed her way into the media for years and, in the grand scheme of things, elbowing is a very tame sport. Much like leaning in, nowadays, the effort middle-class, white, cis-women must exert in order to break the glass ceiling, really isn’t worth writing a book about. Ground-breaking, I am not, but in 2015 I happened to be loitering about in just the right part of the internet at just the right time (with just the right privileges) to garner a not insubstantial number of followers. Maybe you were one of them? If you were, thank you! I literally wouldn’t be sitting here right now, tapping away with my silly little acrylic nails, had it not been for you *googly-eyed tongue-sticking-out emoji*. Whilst I never saw myself as a trendsetter, once you have enough numbers at the top of your social media page, for better or for worse, everyone appoints you as one.

There’s a derision that often lingers over the think pieces, articles and books written about us, and whilst often that attitude is not without merit, there are two sides to every story. I have spent most of my adult life online, so much so that it can be hard to extricate which parts of me are the ‘real’ me and which parts I have subconsciously edited, finetuned and maybe even exaggerated to suit being so hyper-visible. Perhaps, now, after all this time, they are one and the same. When it comes to influencers, social media and our internet use at large, it is a totally multifaceted, complex and a somewhat undefinable entity. An industry born from recognising the power of the ‘girl next door’ over traditional celebrity, that unintentionally birthed a whole new species of fame, power and was – across the board – game-changing.

Nevertheless, I will do my best to define, and maybe even endear you to, the secret life of influencers by weaving in my personal experiences – not all of them flattering. Being an influencer is one of the most gossiped about, lucrative and (of course) influential careers available; one that isn’t even considered a ‘real job’ by many. This is the story of how I came to be one. Love us or loathe us, it doesn’t look like this industry is going anywhere soon and, by the way, it’s a fascinating world.

It was Christmas 2014, when I was twenty years old, that I propositioned my parents for money towards a personal trainer (henceforth PT). I was in the market for a ‘revenge bod’, but with the tight budget of a university student who splashed out on Marlboro Golds (rather than sensibly learning how to roll, like everyone else), I couldn’t afford to back this project on my own. This financial illiteracy on my part meant that, despite working my way through university at various retail stores, night clubs and restaurants, I couldn’t stretch my income to cover the costs and had to seek a contribution from my parents. They eventually, begrudgingly, generously, acquiesced to the couple hundred pounds I needed to secure my place with a well-known PT in the Cardiff area as a Christmas present. This would turn out to be the initial investment in my long-term career. I had found him via social media, of course, and his success was growing rapidly, almost entirely due to his client transformation photos. I signed up for a six-week course which took me from a slim size ten to a tiny, very lean and wholly unsustainable (for me) size six.

Little did I know back then that a cash injection from the proverbial bank of mum and dad, an eye-wateringly low body fat percentage and the sharing of my dramatic weight loss by my social media-savvy PT was the starter pack I needed to become a published author. I have wanted to be a writer ever since I read my first book, but never actually thought it was something I would be able to pursue. I spent most of my childhood either reading, writing or daydreaming stories. I am a storyteller by nature and by that I mean it’s hard to get a word in edgeways around me, although I am working on it. I have a flair for being dramatic and my friends will tell you that I never let facts get in the way of a good story, even if it means them sitting tight-lipped, smiling knowingly at each other, as I embellish our anecdotes with extra flavour, shall we say. For a long while I wanted to be a spy. I diligently watched Harriet the Spy on repeat from the age of five to around fifteen. We had it on rotation on VHS, along with Free Willy, Fly Away Home, and The Witches (I also tried to be a witch for much longer than I care to admit). I used to surreptitiously hide away in my room at uni doing the MI6 aptitude tests, secretly hoping that maybe, one day, I could become an agent. And then I went on to work in one of the most conspicuous industries ever conceived. But, against all odds, this strange career path of mine has landed me here, writing this book, so as much as I want to distance myself from the fitness industry with the swiftness in which I (almost accidentally) found myself in it, this is a shoutout to my abs!
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IN JULY 2013, after sixth form, I took a gap year. If you’ve ever heard me speak, this probably won’t come as much of a surprise. Only a couple of years prior, the now infamous Gap Yah video had gone viral on YouTube. It was a hilariously quotable satire of privately educated British students like me and every time I told anyone I was going to Ecuador, they responded with ‘On your gap yaaah? Are you gonna vomcano?’

I persisted. I wanted to get away from everything I’d always known and learn a thing or two (or three) about myself. I spent six weeks teaching indigenous children Spanish (which again, feels very ripe for parody) before I came home to work in a Jack Wills outlet (this is not a Josh Berry skit – this is all true). By living at home and selling discounted stripey knickers, pheasant-adorned notebooks and preppy gilets (a friend of mine recently referred to these as ‘Chelsea life jackets’), I saved enough money to fly to Thailand on a group trip with one of my school friends. After this soft version of mind-expanding travel, which primarily consisted of drinking from coconuts on the beach, visiting tiger ‘sanctuaries’ and having lots of ‘organised fun’, I embarked on the final leg of my travels to visit my eldest sister, Tiffany, in Australia, where I was lucky enough to be present for the birth of my first niece.

Once I had completed my quest to find myself in buckets filled with unidentifiable spirits, scratchy neon ‘full moon’ apparel and unrequited holiday crushes, I discovered that there wasn’t much to get my teeth stuck into, after all. I felt even less sure of who I was. I made so many lifelong friends on my travels, but, whilst these friendships opened my eyes to new ideas and world views, they also just underlined the fact that I, Oenone, was ill-equipped to understand myself. I didn’t know what I liked, what I was good at or what my ‘purpose’ was.

More importantly, I was no closer to answering the question of what I wanted to study, or go on to do after higher education. Eventually, I decided based on the information that I had to hand. I picked a joint honours degree in English Literature and Spanish: Spanish, because I reasoned that I was pretty much fluent anyway from my time in Ecuador; and English literature, because I had been totally in awe of, and slightly in love with, my Glaswegian English teacher. He was called Mr B, and he always wore a brown suit and tie, and I would sit right at the front of the class so as not to miss a word he said (although my school reports tended to disagree – according to them I never listened, only spoke). One time, he printed out my essay on The Songs of Innocence and Experience by William Blake and gave it to his classes in the year below as an exemplary piece of work. This small positive reinforcement from someone I admired formed the basis of many things for years to come, including, but not limited to, my choosing to write an essay on the same book of poems in my final year of university, professing to anyone who asked (I am sure not many did) that I was obsessed with William Blake and earnestly deciding to name my firstborn, whether it was a boy or a girl, Blake. That last part I am still into, sort of.

I think a lot of people pick their degrees based on metrics as extraneous as these, because what do teenagers know? What I was going to do with this degree was beyond me. Throughout school I had always naïvely assumed I would become a doctor. Coming from a medical family, I had appointed myself as a freelance medical assistant to my friends, regurgitating (probably incorrect) diagnoses for ailments and injuries, based on things my dad had said and a keen interest in Grey’s Anatomy. My parents have photos of me flicking through copies of the British Medical Journal from before I could even read and I proudly asked for a nurse’s watch for my sixth birthday. On underage nights out I would borrow my sister Emily’s driving licence and go full method actor, assuming the role of medical student to anyone who asked me about myself in the smoking area of a nightclub. I didn’t so much try to become a doctor as assume it was going to happen to me. That was until I was faced with the regrettable but undeniable truth that I had neither the natural intelligence, mental fortitude nor academic aptitude to achieve the results needed for medical school, let alone to get through a rigorous five-year medical degree. Upon this realisation I dropped my extra A level in chemistry a month before the summer exams.

So Spanish and English literature it was. With my university place secured, I could finally focus on things that really mattered, like which duvet cover set should I choose for my single bed? White sheets said grown-up, chic and classy. They are the firm choice for hotels and movies, after all, but then there was the fake tanning to consider. Then again, dark bed sheets made me feel unwell, being the territory of smelly teenage boys, so obviously I went with a pastel pink paisley patterned number from Primark. Cue all of my university passwords being ‘paisleyduvet123’ as my bed was where I spent the majority of my degree). I topped off my new foray into interior design with a big chrome Ikea lamp, which had multiple bulbs set in thick cubic glass and cast delicate shadows across the room. My flatmates and I all agreed that the lamp created great ambience and, come the evening, we often ooed and aahhed at the pure opulence of my tiny quarters.

I had animatedly pored over
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