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Abstract

This article explores how interface-level symbols like verification badges 
function as micro-visual storytelling mechanisms that compress complex 
signals of identity, professionalism, and credibility into a single visual 
cue. Bridging influencer marketing, platform studies, visual semiotics, 
and information economics, this essay critiques current general-purpose 
verification systems and proposes a theoretically grounded framework 
for a specialized influencer marketing verification badge. The frame-
work draws on signaling theory, platform governance, visual semiotics, 
and relational labor to contextualize trust formation and risks in influ-
encer economies. It outlines a three-tiered badge evaluation model and 
introduces design and governance considerations to ensure signal cred-
ibility and reduce manipulation of metrics and eligibility criteria. The 
paper also addresses platform-specific affordances and genre-cultural 
differences, ultimately arguing for a contingent, auditable, and ethically 
sensitive signaling infrastructure to support transparency and quality in 
digital marketing ecosystems.
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nance; visual semiotics; storytelling mechanisms
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Introduction: Platforms, Trust, and Visual Signaling

In the evolving landscape of digital marketing, visual storytelling has 
emerged as a dominant force, fundamentally reshaping consumer behavior 
and decision-making processes.1 In the creator economy, interface signals 
like verification badges play a crucial role in shaping user perceptions of 
authenticity, credibility, and professionalism. While general verification sys-
tems were originally designed to confirm identity, they have since become 
marketable symbols of social capital, prone to misinterpretation and manip-
ulation. Platforms like Instagram, TikTok, and X (formerly Twitter) now 
allow users to purchase verified badges via subscription services, weakening 
the original function of these symbols. This dilution creates a critical prob-
lem in the multi-billion-dollar influencer marketing industry, where brands 
struggle to distinguish professional, effective partners from a sea of amateurs 
and fraudulent accounts.

This paper conceptualizes the verification badge not merely as a func-
tional marker of identity but as a form of micro-visual storytelling: a com-
pact, visual heuristic through which platforms and users narrate credibility 
in attention-scarce environments.

Unlike traditional visual storytelling, which unfolds through narrative 
content, micro-visual storytelling operates at the interface level, delivering 
its narrative payload in a single, pre-attentive glance. Verification badges 
are not just interface decorations—they are narrative devices loaded with 
social, commercial, and semiotic meaning. As such, they demand deeper 
theoretical treatment.

Bridging concepts from media semiotics, trust transfer theory, signaling 
theory, and digital labor, this essay proposes a multidimensional verification 

1. �Erick Behar-Villegas, Zhen Goh, and Gary S. Horowitt, “Designing a Good Story for 
Better Policies: Entrepreneurship at the Crossroads of AI-Powered Visual Storytelling and  
Sensemaking,” Human Technology 20, no. 3 (2024): 420–45, https://doi.org/10.14254/ 
1795-6889.2024.20-3.1.
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framework that reflects not just identity but also professional competence, 
ethical conduct, and content integrity—dimensions increasingly relevant in 
both commercial- and public-interest domains of influencer marketing.

Literature Review: Signaling, Semiotics, and 
Interface Trust

Signaling Theory and Information Asymmetry

Markets plagued by information asymmetries require mechanisms to signal 
quality. Influencer marketing is such a market: Brands cannot easily dis-
tinguish between professional creators and opportunists. Spence’s signaling 
theory2 and Akerlof ’s adverse selection model3 show that credible signals 
must impose costs or constraints that low-quality actors struggle to imitate. 
In digital ecosystems where badges can be purchased, signaling shifts from 
merit-based recognition to self-declared legitimacy, this weakens credibility.

Platform Governance and Political Economy

Platforms are not neutral actors. Gillespie,4 van Dijck, Poell, and de 
Waal5 describe platforms as gatekeepers whose choices around visibility, 

2. �Michael Spence, “Job Market Signaling,” Quarterly Journal of Economics 87, no. 3 
(August 1973): 355–74, https://doi.org/10.2307/1882010.

3. �George A. Akerlof, “The Market for ‘Lemons’: Quality Uncertainty and the Market Mech-
anism,” Quarterly Journal of Economics 84, no. 3 (August 1970): 488–500, https://doi.
org/10.2307/1879431.

4. �Tarleton Gillespie, Custodians of the Internet: Platforms, Content Moderation, and the 
Hidden Decisions that Shape Social Media (Yale University Press, 2018), https://doi.
org/10.12987/9780300235029.

5. �José van Dijck, Thomas Poell, and Martijn de Waal, The Platform Society: Public Val-
ues in a Connective World (Oxford University Press, 2018), https://doi.org/10.1093/
oso/9780190889760.001.0001.
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monetization, and interface design shape public discourse. Subscription-based 
verification shifts badges from merit-based signals to pay-to-play features. 
This can undermine credibility and illustrates platform incentives that pri-
oritize revenue over epistemic trust.

Visual Semiotics and Micro UX as Meaningful Signs

Badges are visual signs. Drawing from Kress and van Leeuwen’s Reading 
Images,6 interface elements can be analyzed through representational, inter-
active, and compositional metafunctions. A checkmark once denoted iden-
tity validation; today, it may connote status, customer-support access, or 
pay-to-play participation. The visual uniformity of badges masks a semiotic 
complexity that varies by platform, genre, and audience.

Trust Transfer and Interface‑Level Heuristics

Trust Transfer Theory explains how institutional trust migrates to less famil-
iar entities via proxy symbols, including verification badges.7 Combined with 
narrative transportation theory,8 badges act as framing devices that position 
influencers within emotionally resonant storytelling ecosystems. Evidence 

6. �Gunther Kress and Theo van Leeuwen, Reading Images: The Grammar of Visual Design, 3rd 
ed. (Routledge, 2021), https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003099857.

7. �Chien-Hsin Liao, Ju-Kuei Hsieh, and Sushant Kumar, “Does the Verified Badge of Social 
Media Matter? The Perspective of Trust Transfer Theory,” Journal of Research in Interactive 
Marketing 18, no. 6 (2024): 1017–33, https://doi.org/10.1108/JRIM-10-2023-0339.

8. �Melanie C. Green and Timothy C. Brock, “The Role of Transportation in the Persuasive-
ness of Public Narratives,” Journal of Personality and Social Psychology 79, no. 5 (2000): 
701–21, https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.79.5.701; Tom van Laer, Ko de Ruyter, 
Luca M. Visconti, and Martin Wetzels, “The Extended Transportation-Imagery Model: 
A Meta-Analysis of the Antecedents and Consequences of Consumers’ Narrative Trans-
portation,” Journal of Consumer Research 40, no. 5 (February 2014): 797–817, https://doi.
org/10.1086/673383.
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suggests verified badges can strengthen trust and downstream attitudes—
with relatively stronger effects for smaller creators—but outcomes are con-
tingent on context and content quality.9

Relational Labor and Authenticity Performance

Influencers do not merely produce content—they perform relational labor.10 
Authenticity becomes currency. Verification symbols, when interpreted as 
markers of professionalism, may enhance trust; when seen as purchased, 
they may disrupt parasocial intimacy. These tensions must inform any 
attempt at verification reform.11

Micro‑Visual Storytelling: Interface Symbols as 
Compressed Narratives

Micro-visual storytelling can be used to describe the way compact interface 
symbols—badges, icons, watermarks—encode broader narratives of iden-
tity, reliability, and trust. The badge is one such compressed narrative, a 
single mark conveying identity, competence, and ethics (figure 1).

Examples include Airbnb’s “Superhost” (reputation via sustained high 
ratings), LinkedIn skill assessments (platform-proprietary competence sig-
nals), and TikTok verification evolving from celebrity authentication toward 
mixed identity/benefits signaling within a subscription model.

  9. �Liao, Hsieh, and Kumar, “Does the Verified Badge of Social Media Matter?,” 1017–1033.
10. �Nancy K. Baym, “Connect with Your Audience! The Relational Labor of Connection,” 

Communication Review 18, no. 1 (March 2015): 14–22, https://doi.org/10.1080/1071
4421.2015.996401.

11. �Brooke Erin Duffy, (Not) Getting Paid to Do What You Love: Gender, Social Media, 
and Aspirational Work (Yale University Press, 2017), https://doi.org/10.12987/
yale/9780300218176.001.0001.
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Figure 3.2:  Contextual placement of the badge on a profile screen. Prox-
imity to name, handle, and biography increases legibility and supports 
split-second credibility judgments.
Source: Original artwork by the author.

These badges function as narrative compressions, allowing instant heu-
ristic decisions. But when the cost of obtaining them decreases or meanings 
become ambiguous, their trustworthiness collapses.

To show narrative compression in the context of the creator industry, 
figure  2 illustrates the badge on a profile screen. Placing the badge near 
core identity elements—name, handle, avatar, and biography—foregrounds 
credibility at decision points.

Beyond profile screens, audiences also encounter competence cues 
in high-velocity surfaces such as story rings, where rapid, pre-attentive 

Figure 3.1:  Proposed influencer verification badge (brand-agnostic). The 
badge compresses identity validation, professional competence, and ethi-
cal disclosure into one symbol.
Source: Original artwork by the author.
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judgments are made. Figure  3 presents three brand-agnostic avatar-ring 
variants that preserve platform visual grammars while adding a compact 
competence/ethics cue.

Framework Proposal: A Multidimensional 
Verification System

To address the information asymmetry plaguing the influencer marketing 
industry, this framework moves beyond simple identity checks to evaluate 
the specific competencies that brands and audiences value. The proposed 
influencer verification badge evaluates creators across three core dimensions. 
Each includes both qualitative and quantitative indicators, audited period-
ically through a combination of peer review, automated analytics, and plat-
form‑partner verification.

Dimension I: Professionalism and Business Competence

Credentials and Expertise: Verified education, certifications, work experi-
ence (e.g., via third‑party databases or credentialing services).

Figure 3.3:  Avatar-ring variants as micro-visual storytelling. (A) “Verified 
influencer” bezel; (B) competence rosette overlay; (C) platform-native ring 
style.
Source: Original artwork by the author.
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Portfolio and References: Case studies, client reviews, completion rates, 
and campaign consistency.

Project Management Skills: Brief adherence, punctuality, responsive-
ness, communication quality.

Dimension II: Creative and Content Quality

Visual and Narrative Excellence: Aesthetic quality, originality, storytelling 
ability.

Platform Proficiency: Technical understanding of formats (e.g., Reels, 
Shorts, TikTok trends).

Engagement Metrics Integrity: Engagement authenticity audits (bot 
analysis, retention curves).

Dimension III: Ethical Standards and Social Responsibility

Disclosure and Transparency: FTC compliance, labeling of sponsored con-
tent, affiliate disclosures.

Inclusive and Responsible Content: DEI sensitivity, accessibility fea-
tures, tone.

Value Alignment and Public Conduct: History of problematic behavior, 
brand mismatches, reputational risks.

A radar view illustrates how verified creators could differ by profile 
rather than a single composite score (figure 4).

Market Implications and Industry Applications

The implementation of a specialized influencer verification badge can create 
significant value across the creator‑economy stack by addressing persistent 
market inefficiencies and redistributing trust more transparently.
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For Brands and Advertisers

The verification badge can contribute to risk mitigation and brand safety. 
Verified competence and ethics reduce partner risk as trust builds up, con-
tributing to reputational spillover and regulatory exposure. Also, it stream-
lines vendor onboarding and legal review.

With regards to procurement efficiency, the badge is useful as a replace-
ment of ad-hoc vetting with standardized criteria. This may help lower 
search and due-diligence costs for clients if part of the work has been carried 
out in the verification process. Additionally, this may contribute to sup-
porting request-for-proposal (RFP) scoring rubrics beyond vanity metrics. 
On the other hand, the badge can contribute to a better performance align-
ment through the facilitation of fit between an audience and the influencer. 

Figure 3.4:  Three-dimension verification profile. Professionalism and 
business competence, influencer expertise and content quality, and social 
responsibility/ethics are scored separately to avoid single-metric distortion.
Source: Original artwork by the author.
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Instead of basing the decision of cooperation with an influencer on follower 
counts, the badge can be linked to outcomes.

For Agencies and Platforms

In the context of service level agreements (SLA), the badge has operational 
benefits that include the simplification of scoping and the adherence to 
timelines. For platforms, this may mean that recommendation engines can 
sharpen their matchmaking, reducing false positives and possibly curbing 
fraud. This implies betterments for measurement and audit procedures, 
where a standardized disclosure has all the necessary data that can be used 
even to compare influencers and their cooperation across campaigns.

For Professional Creators

Professional creators may benefit from the existence of badges due to market 
differentiation through signals, projecting credibility to premium buyers. 
This may have effects on their pricing strategy; for example, toward pre-
mium pricing. Also, the badge can become a motivation element for further 
upskilling that goes in line with higher pricing. If this relationship is sus-
tainable, creators can systematically build their reputation and be recognized 
for it on platforms.

For Audiences and Consumers

With regards to audiences, the kernel of the badge is that transparency can 
grow toward better decision confidence. With clearer disclosure, consumers 
have data for informed decisions. Multiplying this effect will have an impact 
on the environment of the consumer and influencer, contributing to trust-
worthy ecosystems where spam and scams are weakened.
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Practical Recommendations

For brands, it may prove practical to embed verification tiers in briefs/
RFPs and evaluate uplift with pre- and post-rollouts and lightweight in-
campaign micro surveys linked to session-level outcomes. Agencies/ 
platforms should provide on-view instrumentation and shared schemas so 
exposure, retention, and survey signals aggregate cleanly across campaigns. 
Under this model, creators place badges at decision nodes (profile header, 
story rings, feed headers, near video CTAs) and maintain visible disclosure/
ethics checklists; brand-side email can complement this with BIMI/VMC 
(Brand indicators for message identification/verified mark certificates) that 
are DMARC-aligned (domain-based messaged authentication, reporting, 
and conformance) to increase sender recognizability.

Risks, Governance, and Implementation 
Trade‑Offs

Any quantifiable badge system risks manipulation. Engagement metrics, port-
folio prestige, or algorithmic scoring can be strategically optimized in ways 
that erode meaning. Insights from audit-culture scholarship suggest building 
safeguards against metric capture:12 randomized audits, cross‑platform trian-
gulation, and hybrid scoring that resists single‑metric optimization.

Who governs the badge? Platforms have incentive to retain symbolic 
control. An independent body—perhaps a nonprofit industry consortium—
may be needed to standardize criteria. Cross‑platform adoption will require 
platform buy‑in, possibly incentivized by advertiser pressure or regulatory 
nudges.

12. �Marilyn Strathern, “ ‘Improving Ratings’: Audit in the British University System,” 
European Review 5, no. 3 (1997): 305–21, https://doi.org/10.1002/(SICI)1234-
981X(199707)5:3 <305::AID-EURO184> 3.0.CO;2-4.
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A badge in beauty content may signal different expectations than one 
in news commentary or political satire. The verification system must be sen-
sitive to genre conventions and cultural codes. One‑size‑fits‑all designs risk 
misfire.

Formalizing trust may unintentionally suppress dissent, experimen-
tation, or critical storytelling—areas that often push culture forward. 
Incentive‑compatible designs must balance advertiser interests with creative 
freedom and democratic expression.

Conclusion and Future Research Agenda

Verification badges operate as more than functional labels—they are 
powerful narrative instruments that shape platform trust ecologies. The 
proposal here—while theoretical—is designed to initiate deeper schol-
arly and industry discourse around interface signals, trust formation, 
and creative‑economy governance. Finally, the next steps as part of a 
research and work agenda can be useful to understand the effect of 
badges.

•	 Empirical Research: Cross‑platform A/B testing of badge visibility, 
effects on user behavior, trust perception, and conversion.

•	 Ethnographic Work: Interviews with creators, audiences, and brand 
managers to understand how badges are interpreted and deployed.

•	 Governance Studies: Exploration of coregulatory badge models 
(industry–platform–civil society collaborations).

•	 Semiotic and Cultural Analysis: How do badge meanings shift across 
geographies, genres, and generations?

•	 Badges are not neutral. They are cultural artifacts, economic tools, and 
symbolic contracts—all in one. If designed well, they can strengthen 
trust. If not, they risk deepening inequality, opacity, and content  
commodification.
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