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▪ Founded in 1971 as a University of Applied Sciences

▪ Campus in Wiesbaden and Rüsselsheim

▪ About 13,000 students

▪ About 1,000 employees, > 280 professors

▪ Undergraduate and graduate programs: Bachelor, Master, PhD

▪ No tuition fees for German and international students

▪ Practice-driven education and applied research

5 faculties with diverse academic areas:

▪ Design, Computer Sciences, Media (DCSM)

▪ Wiesbaden Business School

▪ Architecture & Civil Engineering

▪ Engineering

▪ Applied Social Sciences

HSRM UNIVERSITY OF APPLIED SCIENCES

RheinMain University of Applied Sciences and Arts in Hesse, Germany.
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Source: Hochschule RheinMain



CAEBUS CENTER OF ADVANCED E-BUSINESS STUDIES

• Research group founded in 2014 at RheinMain University of Applied 
Sciences – currently two professors (Prof. Dr. Böhm and Prof. Dr. Winzer) 
and three doctoral candidates.

• Research focuses primarily on media innovations and technology 
acceptance – currently one doctoral thesis in the field of “AI-based 
storytelling using the example of employer branding”.

• Focus on application-oriented research – including prototyping and 
testing of AI applications.

• Numerous publications (e.g., Springer anthology on AI-based media 
disruption) as well as workshops and conferences in the field of AI (e.g., 
WMEMC, EMMA, AIMEDIA).
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Virtual influencer are a relatively new resarch topic for our research group.

Virtual influencers are a relatively new area of research for the group –

this keynote speech is therefore more of an exploration of the subject 

than a presentation of our own research findings.

Source: Hochschule RheinMain



▪ Result of a visiting professorship at 

Macquarie University in Sydney in 2023

▪ The book covers the impact of AI across the

entire media value chain and in selected

specialized areas

▪ More than 20 contributions from

international researchers in the media field

▪ Published in April 2026

▪ More than 6,000 accesses already

▪ German version planned for Q3/2026

PUBLICATION NOTE

Handbook of AI-based Media Disruption

5AIMEDIA 2026 - S. Böhm



PART 1

Definitions Avatars Virtual 

Influencers

›

PART 2

Evolution Typology & 

Examples

Case Study

›

PART 3

Business 
Models

Market & 

Players

Regulation Research 

Status

›

PART 4

LIVE

Toolchain & 

Live Demo

Outlook

ROADMAP

One journey, four parts — from definitions to a live demo and the outlook.
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Human, or synthetic?

Diffusion models, CGI and real-time digital humans have made appearance 

an unreliable signal . If we can't tell by looking, we can't define these 

actors by how they look.

So we define them by construction and control — not appearance. 

What does the literature say?

IS THIS A REAL PERSON?

Take a guess — then notice how hard the question has become.
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Source: Generated with Google Gemini Omni



SYNTHETIC HUMANS, AVATARS & VIRTUAL INFLUENCERS
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Sources: Zirar (2023) The Value Creation Potential of Digital Humans, arXiv:2311.09226. — arxiv.org/abs/2311.09226

Miao et al. (2022) An Emerging Theory of Avatar Marketing, Journal of Marketing, 86(1), 67–90. — doi.org/10.1177/0022242921996646

Audrezet et al. (2025) Virtual Influencers: Definition and Future Research Directions, Journal of Business Research, 200, 115647. — doi.org/10.1016/j.jbusres.2025.115647

Synthetic Human

A photorealistic, AI-generated human likeness that does not represent a real person, created to look, speak 

and act human across digital media.

“digital reproductions of humans powered by artificial intelligence (AI) and capable of communicating and 

forming emotional bonds” (Zirar, 2023)

Avatar

A digital stand-in representing a real person (or software agent) in virtual environments, controlled by its user 

as their embodiment.

“digital entities with anthropomorphic appearance, controlled by a human or software, that are able to 

interact” (Miao et al., 2022, p. 71)

Virtual Influencer

A fictional, computer-generated social media persona, operated by a brand or creator team, that builds an 

audience to exert commercial influence.

“digital personas created through computer-generated imagery and/or AI … fictional characters who interact 

… as social media influencers” (Audrezet et al., 2025, p. 2)



AVATAR EXAMPLES: PERSONAL AVATARS
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Scalable digital clones for training, corporate communications, and multilingual content etc.

Source: https://app.heygen.com

• Script Generation with ChatGPT

• Translation with DEEPL

• Voice Cloning with HEYGEN

• Video Avatar with HEYGEN

Source: Video for keynote research visit at UFSC/Florianopolis, Brazil, in 2026

Personal Avatar by HeyGen (video and voice cloning)



AVATAR EXAMPLES: FACE SWAP AND MOTION CONTROL
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There a multiple methods to generate digital stand-ins or clones for creative video formats. 

Source: Private Video Source: TikTock/Instagram Source: Kling.ai

Source: Google Gemini Omni

Motion Control Video Animation (Kling AI)

Face Swap Video Generation (Gemini Omni)



SYNTHETIC HUMANS EXAMPLE: METAHUMANS

MetaHuman is a framework for highly realistic and emotive digital human characters.
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Source: https://www.metahuman.com/

• Photorealistic digital 
humans: Creates 
realistic digital 
characters.

• AI-powered animation:
Animates characters 
from video or audio.

• Unreal Engine 
integration: Works 
directly inside Unreal 
Engine.

• Open ecosystem:
Supports professional 
production tools.



VIRTUAL INFLUENCER DEFINITION
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Audrezet et al. proposed a definition related to appearance, creation, and purpose.

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 anthropomorphized creatures or even inanimate 

objects. Typically managed by third parties –such as digital 

agencies, brands, individual 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 perspective, as social media 

influencers.

»

«
Audrezet et al. (2025, p. 2) Virtual Influencers (bold highlights not present in the original)



EVOLUTION OF VIRTUAL INFLUENCERS
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Despite earlier precursors, virtual influencers began with digital personas on social media.

1996

The dawn of CGI talent. Created 

by Horipro, she was the first 

cultural effort to establish a non-

human digital pop star icon.

2007

Hatsune Miku

The Vocaloid shift. Transitioned 

from digital voice synth software 

to a holographic idol packing 

global music arenas.

2016

Lil Miquela

Social media integration. 

Merged CGI-realism with human 

lifestyles on Instagram, making 

millions in luxury brand 

sponsorships.

2023+

AI Era

Generative AI takeover. Avatars 

like Neuro-sama and Aitana

Lopez exhibit fully integrated, 

continuous machine learning 

personalities.

Sources: https://www.wdirewolff.com/jkyoko.htm, https://project-diva.fandom.com/wiki/Hatsune_Miku?file=Miku_MegaMixPlus.png, https://www.instagram.com/p/CjoAagYPqwb/, https://www.vdi-
nachrichten.com/technik/telekommunikation/spaniens-erstes-ai-model-aitana-existiert-nicht-verdient-aber-echtes-geld/

Date Kyoko (DK-96) 



TYPOLOGY OF VIRTUAL INFLUENCERS
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Virtual influencers can be classified by form and content relatedness.

Source: Sorosrungruang, T., Ameen, N., & Hackley, C. (2024). How real is real enough? Unveiling the diverse power of
generative AI-enabled virtual influencers and the dynamics of human responses. Psychology & Marketing, 41, 3124–
3143. https://doi.org/10.1002/mar.22105; images are from the Instagram accounts

Lu do 

Magalu

Casas Bahia

Geico

Lil Miquela

Noonoouri

Nobody

Sausage

https://doi.org/10.1002/mar.22105


RECENT VIRTUAL INFLUENCER EXAMPLES
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Virtual influencers are digital characters with presence and engagement on social media.

Lu of Magalu

(Brazil)

Lil Miquela

(US)

Shudu

(US)

Noonoouri
(Germany)

Source: Storyclash: Top 10 Virtual Influencers in 2025, https://www.storyclash.com/blog/en/virtual-influencers/



VIRTUAL INFLUENCER CASE STUDY „MILLA SOFIA“
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Fashion model who “brings an unparalleled and futuristic perspective to the realm of style”. 

Source: https://www.independent.co.uk/life-style/ai-influencer-milla-sofia-fake-instagram-b2387128.html, Instagram account: https://www.instagram.com/reels/DZPiqG6tro4/

“Cooperation with Milla Sofia is an exciting step 
towards a new and innovative direction for our 
brand,” Jouni Turpeinen, CEO of Tylluuri.fi, said. “Milla 
Sofia is an example of how artificial intelligence can 
create new opportunities for communications and 
marketing.” (Quote from article in the Independent)

https://www.independent.co.uk/life-style/ai-influencer-milla-sofia-fake-instagram-b2387128.html


VIRTUAL INFLUENCER BUSINESS MODELS

AIMEDIA 2026 - S. Böhm 17

Seven potential revenue streams based on attention, IP, relationships and capability

Selling Attention

The influencer logic

Selling the Character (IP)

The media-franchise logic

Selling the Relationship

The creator-economy logic

Selling the Capability

The B2B logic — unique to synthetic personas

Sources: Grand View Research, Virtual Influencer Market Report (2025); Straits Research (2025); Influencer Marketing Hub / Statista, Creator-Economy Benchmarks (2025)

1 Brand deals & endorsements

Sponsored posts, campaigns & ambassadorships — the dominant 

stream for established personas

2 Platform ad revenue & creator funds

Low-margin, volume-dependent — and fully controlled by the 

platforms

3 Licensing, media & music

The persona as a licensable entertainment property — music, 

shows, live appearances

4 Merchandise & virtual goods

Physical toys, digital fashion and in-game items built on the 

character

5 Fan subscriptions & paid access

Tiered paid content — the workhorse of the independent-creator 

wave

6 Affiliate & social commerce

Tracked links & promo codes (typ. 5–15% commission) — at scale, 

the persona becomes the storefront

7 Build-and-operate services

Studios are paid to create and run personas for client brands —

reported budgets of $50k–$500k per build

Only synthetic personas can sell this — the ability to create the 

talent itself becomes the product



VIRTUAL INFLUENCER MARKET
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Forecasts predict strong growth in the global virtual influencer market.

Global Virtual Influencer Market Figures and Forecasts

Sources: https://market.us/report/virtual-influencers-market/, https://www.grandviewresearch.com/industry-analysis/virtual-influencer-market-report

• Strong growth consensus: Both Market.us and Grand View Research forecast ~40% CAGR driven by AI adoption.

• Similar market sizes: Market.us: USD 45.0B (2030) vs. Grand View Research: USD 45.88B (2030) 

• Shared perspectives: Drivers are generative AI, brand investment, and demand for scalable digital creators – human influencers dominate

• To be used with caution: Both are smaller commercial market analytics firms; forecasts should be treated as directional.



REGULATION AND PLATFORM GOVERNANCE
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EU law and platform rules already require synthetic personas to be adequately labelled.

Regulation: EU AI Act — Art. 50
Legally binding across the EU — applies from 2 Aug 2026

▪ Disclose AI interaction: users must recognise they are not dealing 

with a real human — for realistic personas the core legal risk is 

deception

▪ Mark & label synthetic content: machine-readable marking of AI 

output plus visible disclosure for realistic ‘deepfake-style’ image, audio 

& video

▪ EU Code of Practice (June 2026): uniform AI icons & labelling 

practice; voluntary — but the underlying Art. 50 duties stay binding

▪ Ad-standards benchmark: influencer guidelines such as those of the 

ASCI (Advertising Standards Council of India) already require upfront, 

prominent ‘not a real human’ disclosure

Platform Governance: Social Networks
Instagram/Meta & TikTok — rules already in force and actively enforced

▪ Self-labelling in force (Instagram/Meta & TikTok): realistic AI-

generated images, audio & video must be disclosed via the platforms’ 

built-in AI labels

▪ Auto-detection live (TikTok, Meta): platforms read C2PA marks 

(Coalition for Content Provenance and Authenticity) on upload —

undisclosed AI content is flagged, downranked or removed

▪ Second label for commercial posts (Instagram/Meta): branded-

content rules require the ‘Paid partnership’ tag on top of the AI label

▪ Labelling has limits (TikTok): fake authoritative or crisis content, 

minors’ likenesses and private persons without consent stay banned 

even when labelled

What this means for virtual influencer operators today

✓ Label by default

Persona- and post-level ‘AI’ disclosure;

upfront and prominent

✓ Keep provenance intact

Never strip C2PA marks;

use AI toggles and branded-content tools

✓ Hard deadline: 2 Aug 2026

EU fines of up to €15m or 3% of global turnover

Sources: EU AI Act (Reg. 2024/1689), Art. 50; European Commission, Code of Practice on Transparency of AI-Generated Content (2026); Meta Transparency Center; Instagram Branded Content Policies; TikTok Help Center; ASCI (Advertising 

Standards Council of India), Influencer Advertising Guidelines



MARKET STRUCTURE: PLAYERS & RELATIONSHIPS
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Five player groups form the value chain — AI & technology partners enable it from the side

The players in brief …

▪ Audience: consumers who follow, engage 
with and buy through the persona

▪ Platforms: social networks that distribute 
the content and set the labelling rules

▪ Virtual Influencer (IP): the synthetic 
persona itself, a media property with reach 
and a fan relationship

▪ Agencies / Creator Studios: build, own and 
operate personas; sell campaigns and 
services around them

▪ Brands & Advertisers: pay for attention, IP 
licences and commerce delivered via the 
persona

▪ AI & Technology Service Partners: enablers 
–– generative-AI tools, avatar rendering and 
analytics behind the personas

Source: ChatGPT



SELECTED ISSUES ON USER IMPACT
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Two synthetic archetypes, two distinct psychological risk profiles.

Conversational AI
Dialog-based companions & chatbots

Virtual Influencers
Broadcast personas & curated feeds

Note: categorical frameworks adapted from comparative clinical literature — Sources: The Lancet Psychiatry (Morrin, 2026); OMICS International Review (2026)

▪ Primary risk: AI-associated psychosis & delusional scaffolding

▪ The trigger: interactive, bidirectional dialog that mirrors, validates 

and locks in private fallacies

▪ Psychological shift: the user comes to see the AI as a distinct 

sentient agent with unique, reciprocal emotions

▪ Example: a lonely, sleep-deprived user becomes convinced the 

model holds the reincarnated soul of a late sibling

▪ Primary risk: digital dissociation & pathological parasocial 

relationships (PSRs)

▪ The trigger: broadcast feeds projecting curated physical 

perfection, artificial struggles and optimised parasocial cues

▪ Psychological shift: the user pathologically contrasts their 

flawed corporeal reality against an un-aging, flawless digital 

product

▪ Example: an adolescent with body dysmorphia models their 

identity and mannerisms on a CGI-rendered avatar
AI psychosis are not a problem of virtual influencers yet, as they 

currently operate in “broadcast mode”.

However, these problems of chatbots might occur when virtual 

influencers turn on an interactive mode.

More interdisciplinary research required to balance

commercial potential and sociological risks.



TIMELINE OF VIRTUAL INFLUENCER RESEARCH
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Virtual influencer is a relativ new topic to research that emerged in academia after 2021.

*      YTD (until July 2026)

As a research topic, the term 
‘virtual influencer(s)’ first 
emerged in 2021, with three 
publications at the title level.

By 2025, 105 papers had already 
been published, indicating a 
sharp rise in research interest.



Web of Science:

318 publications 

with “virtual 

influencer(s)” in 

the title.

Majority of 61%

in the Business 

category.

Source: https://www.webofscience.com (search: "virtual Influencer" OR "virtual influencers“)

VIRTUAL INFLUENCER PUBLICATIONS BY CATEGORY

A Web of Science literature research results in 318 publications until mid of 2026.
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https://www.webofscience.com/


TOP CITED RESEARCH ON VIRTUAL INFLUENCER

Most of the highly cited literature is on consumer perception and response.

Author Full Names Article Title Source Title Cited

Arsenyan, J. & Mirowska, A. 

(2021)

Almost human? A comparative case study on the social media presence of virtual 

influencers

International Journal of Human-

Computer Studies

374

Conti, M. et al. (2022) Authentically Fake? How Consumers Respond to the Influence of Virtual Influencers Journal of Advertising 313

Sands, S. et al. (2022) Consumers' Responses to Virtual Influencers as Advertising Endorsers: Novel and 

Effective or Uncanny and Deceiving?

Journal of Advertising 286

Franke, C. et al. (2023) Parasocial interactions with real and virtual influencers: The role of perceived similarity

and human-likeness

New Media & Society 268

Kim, H. & Park, M. (2023) Virtual influencers? Attractiveness effect on purchase intention: A moderated mediation

model of the Product-Endorser fit with the brand

Computers In Human Behavior 216

Lou, C. et al. (2023) False idols: Unpacking the opportunities and challenges of falsity in the context of virtual 

influencers

Business Horizons 204

Xie-Carson, L. et al. (2023) Making Sense? The Sensory-Specific Nature of Virtual Influencer Effectiveness Journal Of Marketing 193

Stein, J.-P. et al. (2024) Artificial intelligence-generated virtual influencer: Examining the effects of emotional 

display on user engagement

Journal Of Retailing And Consumer 

Services

174

Yu, J. et al. (2024) All hype or the real deal? Investigating user engagement with virtual influencers in tourism Tourism Management 142

Zhou, X. et al. (2024) Virtual Influencers in Online Social Media IEEE Communications Magazine 140

24AIMEDIA 2026 - S. Böhm

Source: https://www.webofscience.com (search: "virtual Influencer" OR "virtual influencers“)

https://www.webofscience.com/


PRELIMINARY AI-BASES ANALYSIS OF RESEARCH TOPICS
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Top 3 topics: human-likeness, credibility & trust, and consumer impact.

In 2026, the most frequent research topics of the 103 papers are 
purchase intention & consumer behavior (44 papers), anthropo-
morphism & human-likeness (39), engagement & interaction (38), 
as well as credibility & trust, AI & technology/design, and VI vs. 
human influencer comparison (35 each).

Frequency of Research Topics in the Virtual Influencer Literature

(coded from titles and abstracts, Web of Science data, n=318)

Soure: Own preliminary analysis (no in-depth validation) with Claude Fable 5 (High)

(1) an inductive step, running a term- and bigram-frequency 
analysis over all titles and abstracts to see which concepts 
actually dominate the corpus; 

(2) building a coding scheme of 14 research topics grounded in 
those frequencies (e.g. "purchase intention", 
"anthropomorphism", "parasocial relationships" all emerged as 
high-frequency terms)

(3) a deductive step, classifying each paper against the scheme 
using keyword patterns, allowing multiple topics per paper since 
studies typically combine, say, credibility with purchase 
intention; 

(4) visualizing the counts. 

Coding Approach (Claude Fable 5, High)



INSIGHTS FROM A AI-BASED PRELIMINARY LDA ANALYSIS
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Topics developed from an early conceptional to more diverse research objectives.

LDA Topic Model of the Virtual Influencer Literature

(Web of Science Data, n = 318 [title, abstract], k [topic number] = 7)
LDA Topic Prevalence over Time

(mean topic proportion per year)

Soure: Own preliminary analysis (no in-depth validation) with Claude Fable 5 (High)
LDA = Latent Dirichlet Allocation (topic modelling analysis)

The conceptual/framework topic dominated the early 
years (over 60% of topic mass in 2021) and has 
steadily declined to about 12%, while the parasocial-
relationships and purchase-intention-drivers topics 
have risen almost monotonically.



TOOL CHAIN OF VIRTUAL INFLUENCER CREATION
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Five pipeline stages from persona design to publication – an idealised workflow

1 · Persona & style 
definition

▪ Look & intended impact: 

age, aesthetics, 

expressions, body style

▪ Brand compatibility & 

audience positioning

▪ Platform fit

2 · Asset & content 
creation

▪ Reference images & 

characteristic facial 

features

▪ Style templates & 3D 

model set-up

▪ Textual tone & synthetic 

voice choice

3 · Character & motion 
control

▪ Static assets become 

expressive characters

▪ Facial capture & 

performance-driven 

animation

▪ AI motion transfer: still 

image animated via a 

reference video

4 · Voice layer 
integration

▪ Speech synthesis builds 

a recognisable vocal 

identity across posts

▪ Lip- & gesture-sync with 

the visual layer preserves 

authenticity

5 · Post-production & 
distribution

▪ Merge visuals, animation, 

voice, sound & text 

layers

▪ Adapt to platform 

formats: posts, Reels, 

short clips

▪ Staging & publication

Every stage combines specialised tools with human decisions – and creates a governance checkpoint

Points of responsibility range from persona design and data use to disclosure and publication – integrated tooling determines production efficiency and 

scalability across platforms

Sources: Vilchis et al. (2023); Audrezet et al. (2025); Byun & Ahn (2023); Meng et al. (2026); Zhen et al. (2023); Ning et al. (2019); Oliveira et al. (2025)



LIVE DEMO ON VIRTUAL INFLUENCER CREATION
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Advanced tools support shifting from prompt-based interaction to node-based workflows.

Demo tool:
Figma Weave (formerly Weavy)

Node-based AI media-creation platform — acquired by Figma in 2025

▪ Browser-based canvas that combines leading 

generative AI models for image, video & 

animation with professional editing tools

▪ Node-based workflows: outputs can be 

branched, remixed and refined — every output 

feeds the next step

▪ Covers the pipeline stages from asset creation 

through motion to post-production in one place

▪ Workflows can be published as reusable, 

shareable tools — the basis for scalable persona 

content

Source: https://app.weavy.ai ,
Figma / Weavy product announcements (2025)

Simple Weave Pipeline for Branded Content

… efficient workflow but (here) with a lack of character consistency.
Demo: https://app.weavy.ai/flow/0MDXcJmcaPADbMPnjEBG99

https://app.weavy.ai/flow/0MDXcJmcaPADbMPnjEBG99


CONLUSIONS & BEYOND

• Falling production costs will enable smaller teams to take over tasks that previously required 
expensive agency work and studio resources – opening markets for new players and businesses. 

• Success will depend less on photorealism and more on trustworthy personalities, consistent 
storytelling, and meaningful audience relationships.

• The creator market might split into two categories: authentic, high-quality ‘handcrafted’ services 
provided by real humans, and standardized, automated offerings with digital personas.

• Ethical governance, disclosure, copyright compliance, and privacy protection will become 
essential competitive advantages rather than regulatory obligations.

• Virtual influencers will increasingly move beyond marketing into education, customer service, 
journalism, healthcare, and public communication.

• The key question for higher education is this: do we need more problem-based and practice-
oriented learning, or is there a greater need for the ability to think abstractly and in systemic terms?
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Virtual influencers is an emerging and multifacet topic for interdisciplinary reasearch.



THANK YOU FOR YOUR ATTENTION!
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Let’s connect on LinkedIn

Sent “AIMEDIA Keynote”
for receiving the slides

Prof. Dr.
Stephan Böhm
Professor for
Telecommunication and 
Mobile Media
RheinMain University
of Applied Sciences and Arts
Wiesbaden, Germany
stephan.boehm@hs-rm.de
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