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Editorial Essay
Louisa Ha*

Global Content Creation and Consumption
Transformation by Short Video Apps
https://doi.org/10.1515/omgc-2022-0044

The rise of short video apps such as TikTok is changing how people present
themselves and learn about other cultures around the world. TikTok has 1.2 billion
monthly active users in 2021 and 600 million users for its original China version,
Douyin (Iqbal 2022). Its amount of time use has surpassed online video giant
YouTube (Garvey 2021). Online videos transformed from Webcasting based on
computer platforms (Ha and Ganahl 2007) to short video apps based on mobile
devices such as smartphones that can be accessible anytime. Short videos changed
active internet use to passive continuous consumption with algorithm recommendation but at the same encouraged active sharing and production through
imitation videos, challenges, background music provision and comments. The
short duration of videos from 15 s to 3 min in these short video apps also appeals to
the short attention span of Generation Z born after 1996. As a large majority of short
video app users are young people, it is important to assess these videos’ impact on
their self-identities and behaviors. The ease to create and share videos also makes
these short video apps a fertile ground for both misinformation and useful information. To promote research on this important short video phenomenon, this
themed issue: TikTok, Short Video Apps and Global Communication, features ﬁve
innovative original research articles examining the nature and impact of these
short video apps and one review essay on the development and future of short
video studies.

1 Highlights of Articles
We begin our themed issue with an invited review essay by Tao Wei and Xiaohong
Wang, “A Historical Review and Theoretical Mapping on Short Video Studies
*Corresponding author: Louisa Ha, Founding-Editor-in-Chief, Professor of Research Excellence,
Bowling Green State University, Bowling Green, OH, USA, E-mail: louisah@bgsu.edu.
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-0223-368X
Open Access. © 2022, the author(s), published by De Gruyter.
the Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License.
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2005–2021.” They reviewed Chinese and English language short video studies
published in Web of Science and China Social Science and Science Citation
Indexed journals from 2005 to 2021 from media, economic, cultural and discursive
perspectives. They found Chinese journals published many more short video
articles than English language journals, focus on different topics from English
language journals and offer an interesting research agenda for researchers.
Our lead research article is “TikTok Intifada: Analyzing Social Media Activism
among Youths” by Laila Abbas, Shahira Fahmy, Sherry Ayad, Mirna Ibrahim and
Ali Abdelmoneim. Studying 203 TikTok videos reflecting the ongoing IsraeliPalestinian conflict that took place in Sheikh Jarrah in 2021, the authors showed
how TikTok videos function as playful political activism and successfully rallied
international support for the marginalized Palestianians in the conflict through
“TikTok Intifada.” The affordances used during the TikTok Intifada were visibility,
editability, association, and persistence.
Arthur D. Soto-Vasquez’s “YouTube and TikTok as Platforms for Learning
about Others: The Case of Non-Chinese Travel Videos in Shanghai Disneyland”
compares YouTube and TikTok as two online video platforms employing a qualitative analysis approach. Using the Shanghai Disneyland videos as case study,
Soto-Vasquez illustrates and how the short TikTok format facilitates expression of
experience and self while the longer YouTube video format uses outward-focusing
gazes, documenting the perspective of the video creators on others. It also critiques
how Western users’ posts on social media documenting their travels can exotify
locals and locales and inadvertently reproducing colonial tropes. The study contributes to fandom studies and illustrates the significance of travel videos.
Yang Yang’s “TikTok/Douyin Use and Its Influencer Video Use: A Cross Cultural Comparison between Chinese and U.S. Users” is a direct comparison of
TikTok users in the U.S.A. and Douyin users in China. Contrary to expected Hofstede’s cultural value dimensions, she found cultural paradoxes that Douyin
Chinese users have higher individualism and lower power distance scores than the
TikTok U.S. users. Chinese and U.S. users have different preferences in the
expertise of influencers. In addition, U.S. participants prefer to socialize on TikTok
and most of them have more followers than their Chinese counterparts while
Chinese participants are heavier users of Doyin and are more influenced by
influencer videos in their purchase than U.S. users.
Anthony Fung, Milan Ismangil, Wei He and Shule Cao’s “If I’m Not streaming,
I’m Not Earning: Audience Relations and Platform Time on Douyin” interviewed 50
Top Douyin Creators (influencers) to reveal the nature of digital platform labor of
short video creators. While the creators enjoy the freedom and independence of
their work, they worry about keeping audience relations and spend a lot of time on
the platform to ensure constant update to their viewers and followers. Audience
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contacts have been abstracted to the analytics offered by the platform rather than
true interactions. Rather than being liberated, creators are restricted by a new form
of time that offers the possibilities of freedom within the confines of the platform.
Another marginalized group that can be empowered by online videos is the
rural women. Zhi Li and Huijie Zhu’s article, “Online Image and Self-Presentation:
A Study on Chinese Rural Female Vloggers,” examines a national sample of 30
rural female vloggers with large followings using both quantitative and qualitative
content analysis. Xigua (Watermelon) Video has a dedicated rural category and
these female vloggers thrive on it. Using the lens of gender theory, the authors
found these vloggers’ image formation is still subject to the gaze of men and the
patriarchal social order and their vlogs feature daily lives in farmlands, agricultural production and raising children.
In addition to these five original articles and the review essay, we also have a
review essay on online media and global communication research in Hungary and
a translated article on YouTube video’s impact on Saudi children as the Gem from
the Global South. Gergo Háló’s essay reviews online media research in Hungary
and found digital divide and inequalities and critiques of the information society
are common themes. A plethora of external factors stemming from the socialist and
post-socialist legacy were identiﬁed to affect the Hungarian academic ﬁeld today
such as ideological separation, economic underdevelopment, underfunding of
research and language barriers.
As the Gem from the Global South, Afnan Qutub and Alaa Muhammad’s
article, “The Effect of Children’s Exposure to the YouTube Platform Moshaya
Family Channel on Socialization of the Saudi Child Regarding Life Satisfaction,” is
a survey study of 353 mothers of Saudi children ages 5–15 to illustrate the negative
cultivation effect of YouTube’s content on children in the case of Saudi Arabia.
Saudi Arabia is the country with the highest use of YouTube per capita in the world
(Hamden and Hundel 2019). The Saudi mothers of the children viewers of the most
popular Arabic comedy channel, Moshaya Family, reported high incidences of
children’s imitation of the pranks in the videos and other undesirable behaviors.
Happy Reading!
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Abstract: The popularity of TikTok has sparked short video studies in global
academia. Whereas in China, the market for short video platforms is already matured,
which has seen numerous research publications. However, an overall review of short
video research is still absent. Using the methods of science mapping and thematic
analysis, we summarized the research and review articles from Web of Science Core
Collection and CNKI (CSSCI and CSCD) from the past two decades. The main findings
are: 1) There are four main stages in the development of short video studies and each of
them is tightly related to the market growth; 2) Four main perspectives (media, economic, cultural and discursive) of short video studies with 12 clusters of core issues have
emerged, and the visibility that short videos bring to ordinary people is the fundamental
viewpoint of many studies; 3) Currently, the short video studies are going broader and
deeper, attracting scholars from different academic backgrounds, and multiple
methods are applied in the studies; 4) The papers from WoS and CNKI share some
similarities but show more differences in the research issues, subjects and methods. We
pointed out the limitations of present studies and possibilities of future research.
Keywords: short video, TikTok, video platform, video sharing, visual culture

1 Introduction
The global production of information has seen an irreversible trend of mobilization, socialization, visualization, and smartization. The rise of short video
Article note: This article underwent double-blind peer review.
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platforms is a milestone in this process. In China, The number of short video users
has been roaring for several years. According to China Internet Network Information Center (CNNIC), as of December 2021, Chinese short video users have
reached 934 million, accounting for 90.5% of the overall Internet users (CNNIC
2022). In many countries, TikTok, the short video app, has become increasingly
popular, winning more than two billion global downloads and over one billion
monthly active users (MAU)(Bursztynsky 2021; Yang and Goh 2020). Since the
COVID-19 pandemic, short videos have become even more prevalent (Kale 2020;
Kennedy 2020), which attracted growing scholarly interests.
Although the term “short video” has long existed and has been used as “short
video clip” in previous studies (e.g., Boulton and Flemington 1996), the phrase’s
meaning has changed a lot. In this paper, the term “short video” is a form of
audiovisual media that emerged from video-sharing sites like YouTube in the U.S.
(Burgess and Green 2009) and Tudou in China in 2005 (Wang 2013b). From those
sites, users’ participation has fundamentally reshaped the connotation of this term
(e.g., Uricchio 2009), remarking a new era when every individual can communicate through videos. Since then, different forms and types of user-generated short
videos have ﬂourished and attracted greater academic attention. And after 2016,
with the popularity of short video apps like Douyin and TikTok, “short video”
became a hot academic topic.
However, an overall review of short video research is still absent. Since short
videos have become the “dominant medium” (Pan 2020) and are becoming more
inﬂuential, it is necessary to look back on the history of short video research, and
identify the core research topics from various perspectives to offer an intellectual
framework and academic roadmap to subsequent research.

2 Methods
2.1 Data Collection
Five main terms were used as searching keywords in this literature review: “short
video” and “video sharing”, the key concepts in this field; “TikTok”, the most
globally influential short video app; “Douyin” (sister app of TikTok) and
“Kuaishou”, the two most popular short video apps in China, both surpassed 500
million in MAU numbers, which is worth noting even in the world market (Fan
2022; Forbes China 2022).
The period between January 1, 2005, and December 31, 2021, is set as the time
frame, within which we gathered articles and reviews from the Web of Science Core
Collection, Chinese Social Sciences Citation Index (CSSCI) and China Science
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Citation Database (CSCD) in the China National Knowledge Infrastructure (CNKI)
database.1 The year 2005 was chosen because it was the start of YouTube and
Tudou, which initiated online video sharing and a new research ﬁeld. The closing
date of 2021 was set because new papers emerging in 2022 cannot be fully counted.
Since short video is still a novel research area, documents from the databases
above may not cover the whole picture. Nonetheless, they can give us a general
overview of the current research status in mainstream research outlets.
A total number of 348 papers from the Web of Science Core Collection and 1470
counterparts from CSSCI and CSCD were retrieved. After removing papers whose
main topics are irrelevant to “short video”, 207 and 1059 papers remained
respectively. To set up a dataset, we collected all the recorded information of
author, title, source, abstract, keywords, and cited references from those selected
papers.

2.2 Data Analysis
A mixed-method of science mapping and thematic analysis was used in this study.
Science mapping is a generic process of domain analysis and visualization, which
can perform surveys of the literature more effectively (Chen 2017). We applied the
dataset in CiteSpace 6.1.R1, a java application for bibliometric analysis. Since
science mapping is widely considered less detailed, we combined thematic analysis, a method that can summarize key features and offer a ‘thick description’ of a
large body of data (Braun and Clarke 2006). In addition, some often-cited studies
and reports containing related expressions such as “internet video” and “online
video”, and some novel studies with insightful viewpoints from less-known journals are also included in the thematic analysis to help analyze the whole picture of
short video studies.

3 Findings
3.1 Development of Short Video Studies
Figure 1 shows that the number of short-video-related publications increased over
time, and four main phases can be identiﬁed in this research ﬁeld (2005–2011,
1 CNKI is the most commonly used academic database in China, but it does not have a “core
collection”, so we selected the papers from CSSCI and CSCD in CNKI to cover more research
categories.
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Figure 1: Short video studies publication distribution by year (2005–2021).

2011–2016, 2016–2018, and 2018–present). As researchers working on journalism,
communication, and media studies, we also paid special attention to publication
distribution speciﬁcally referred to articles in those categories. To better explain
the development course, the market growth of video sharing sites and short video
apps was added in the following detailed descriptions.
3.1.1 2005–2011
In the early 2000s, webcasting, the delivery of audio and video content via the
Web, became popular with the penetration of the internet. The presence of
participatory content in most of the Webcast services constitutes a distinct feature
of the Webcast medium, making it superior to the traditional broadcast medium
(Ha and Ganahl 2007). In 2005, the emergence of video sharing sites like YouTube,
Vimeo, and Tudou became a landmark of this process and gradually reshaped the
production of videos. At this stage, videos on those sites were relatively short.
That’s why some research introduced the term “short video” initially. Cheng et al.
(2007) used YouTube as a case, and found the short videos on the platform have
noticeably different characteristics from those of traditional streaming videos,
ranging from length and access pattern, to their active life span, ratings, and
comments. Meanwhile, many scholars also focused on the changes and impacts
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that YouTube has brought to mass communication, and they promoted a broader
term “online video”.
In China, a national-famous user-generated video, The Bloody Crime for A Bun
(2006), was taken as a classic example in the early research. This short video was
re-edited from the clips of a cinema movie made by an established director.
Therefore, it was later sued for piracy. But it still attracted huge audiences. As Yang
(2011) reviewed, this short video revealed the desire of the ordinary to express and
the clash of values between grassroots and elites. These topics were also noticed by
other scholars. The characteristics of this kind of video and its impact on mass
media (e.g., Wang 2007; Zeng 2009), and the piracy issues (e.g., Li 2011) were
discussed at that time. However, the total number of literature on short video
studies in this period was still limited, and terms like “online video”, “shared
video” and “YouTube” were more popular.
3.1.2 2011–2016
With the popularity of smartphones and mobile networks, the first video-sharing
and editing app on record, Viddy, appeared in the United States in 2011. It quickly
had its moment because it enabled users to shoot 15-s videos, and add filters and
voiceovers before sharing. Later, Twitter also launched a competitor product Vine,
while Snapchat updated a new feature for short videos and photo collections
named “stories”. In China, similar apps like Weesee, Miaopai, and Meipai emerged
after 2013 but remained relatively niche. Meanwhile, another app Kuaishou gained
a large number of users, especially those from the countryside. Videos edited and
beautified by these tools gave people a sense of gratification and visibility.
In 2012, CNNIC mentioned the term “short video” for the first time in a report of
internet development in China (CNNIC 2012). After that, a slight increase was seen
in short video studies in China, with the number of papers from CNKI exceeding
that of WoS in 2014. In the following two years, although the number of studies
climbed slowly, some scholars began to study short videos from other perspectives
like the changes in the creators, contents and interactions based on different
communication technologies and platform mediators. For example, Wang (2013a)
pointed out that online videos (including short videos) have dismantled the hegemony of TV, and offered a chance for ordinary people to produce and share
videos themselves, thus turning the videos from being a tool to represent
“everyday” life to an everyday discourse in which people communicate directly.
Another study conducted by Duguay (2016) compared the selﬁes on Instagram and
the short video app Vine in light of its implications for the visibility of LGBTQ
people, and found that Vine’s broader use expectations enable a variety of discourses to be communicated across publics with an emphasis on creativity and
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ﬁrst-person sharing. Meanwhile, the impact of short videos on journalism, especially gatekeeping, has also been discussed (e.g., Schwalbe et al. 2015).
3.1.3 2016–2018
As is shown in the graph, the study of short videos grew more rapidly since 2016,
which reflected the rising market of short video apps. In 2016, along with policy
support, capital investment, and user influx, China’s short video market showed
an “explosive” development. Short video applications like Douyin, Pear Video,
Xigua Video, and Huoshan Video appeared and gained popularity. From 2016 to
2018, Chinese short video users grew from 153 million (iiMedia Research 2017) to
648 million, accounting for more than 78% of all Chinese Internet users (CNNIC
2019). During this time, Chinese tech giants were also stepping into the global
market. In 2017, ByteDance launched TikTok, an international version of Douyin.
In the same year, it acquired Musical.ly, an app created by a mixed team from
Shanghai and San Francisco, and had gained huge numbers of teenage users in the
United States. In 2017, Kuaishou also launched its international version Kwai
which was in high demand in countries like Brazil. Another Chinese company Joyy
supported Likee in Singapore, while Alibaba, the digital giant, helped create
VMate in India (Table 1).
The blooming of the short video app market drew massive attention from the
media and scholars. From 2016 onward, in the Chinese academia, researchers from
disciplines such as journalism, communication, economics, sociology, psychology, management, etc., conducted various studies about short videos, showing the
potential of diversity in this area. Compared to that, papers from WoS are less in
quantity but kept the growth trend likewise. During this period, researchers
remained interested in video content, interaction and communication patterns
(e.g., Ji and Du 2017), cultures on those platforms (e.g., Chang and Tian 2018; Xu
et al. 2016), and the impacts that short videos bring to journalism (e.g., Chang and
Wang 2017; Zhang and Liang 2017).
3.1.4 2018–Present
From 2018 to 2019, the number of CNKI papers spiked to a new height of over 300
articles, which might be a response to the market boom in China. The growth was
kept in the following years. After 2019, influenced by the COVID-19 pandemic, the
Chinese short video users’ scale increased rapidly, hitting a new record of 934
million, which is 90.5% of the total internet users in 2021 (CNNIC 2022). While the
media organizations were suffering from a shortage of content supply caused by
the lockdown, short video users, as participants, produced a large amount of
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Table : Timetable of major video-sharing sites and short video apps worldwide.
Launch Time

Originated nation

Name of product


























…

U.S.
China
France
China
U.S.
China
China
China
China
U.S.
U.S.
China
Germany and U.S.
U.S. and China
India
China
U.S.
China
U.S.
China
China
China
China and Singapore
China and India
U.S.

YouTube
Tudou
Dailymotion
Mikufans (former version of Bilibili)
Viddy
GIF Kuaishou (former version of Kuaishou)
VivaVideo
Wesee
Miaopai
Snapchat launched “Stories”
Twitter launched Vine
Meipai
Dubsmash
Musical.ly
Sharechat
Xiaokaxiu
Thriller
Douyin (sister app of TikTok)
Instagram launched “Stories”
Tudou (short video app version)
TikTok (acquired Musical.ly)
Kwai (international version of Kuaishou)
Likee
VMate
Facebook launched Lasso

content (Wu and Liang 2020), which was completely different from the time when
everyone watched TV for information during the outbreak of SARS. During this
period, the short video maintained to be a popular academic topic in China, and its
social impacts during the pandemic were especially focused. Starting from 2020,
the popularity of live streaming (especially for e-commerce) became another academic hotspot. The increasing speed of short video studies was lowered in
journalism, communication and media studies, but lifted in other categories
(Figure 2). Discussions about short videos went further. Some Chinese researchers
realized that short videos had deeply connected to human practices (Wang and Xu
2020), and even changed human life based on video logic (Peng 2020).
On the other hand, although the total number of short video research from
WoS is not as much as that in CNKI, it has maintained a steady increasing trend due
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Figure 2: Short video and live streaming studies publication distribution by year (2005–2021).

to the popularity of TikTok worldwide. In 2020, the outbreak of COVID-19 and the
subsequent lockdowns contributed to the growth of TikTok’s user base and
attracted widespread academic interest due to the platform’s potential to
disseminate health information (Zeng et al. 2021). Researchers from communication studies also focused on the digital culture on TikTok (e.g., Kennedy 2020;
Schellewald 2021; Zeng and Abidin 2021; Zulli and Zulli 2020), and its implications
on political campaigns and activism among youngsters (e.g., Hautea et al. 2021;
Subramanian 2021; Vijay and Gekker 2021). Based on that, other short video apps
like Douyin (TikTok) and Kuaishou (Kwai) were introduced to the world. The trend
of collaboration among scholars, especially with Asian Paciﬁc scholars, can be
seen as well (e.g., Du et al. 2020; Lin and Kloet 2019).
In general, short video studies has been thriving, attracting continuous interests from the academia. As shown in Figure 3, researchers from the U.S. and
China signiﬁcantly contributed to this ﬁeld. These two countries’ names are at the
center of the publication distribution network, and the size of the circles reﬂect the
number of publications. Accordingly, video sharing sites and short video applications from those two countries are also leading the global market.

3.2 Main Perspectives and Core Issues of Short Video Studies
The rapid growth of the global short video market greatly influenced this research
field, which was reflected in the number of papers, as well as the diversity of
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Figure 3: Top 10 countries in WoS
publications of short video studies.

research issues. Figures 4 and 5 show the central clusters of keywords associated
with the papers in our dataset. The statistics are auto-generated by CiteSpace
under the g-index algorithm (k = 30).
The graphs suggest that the current short video scholarship from WoS is
dominated by discussion about studies of short video apps or platforms (clusters 0,

Figure 4: Major clusters of keywords of short video studies from WoS.
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Figure 5: Major clusters of keywords of short video studies from CNKI (with translation).
It should be noted that papers in CNKI are sometimes accompanied by both Chinese and English
abstracts, so some of the clusters are in English. We just translated those in Chinese into
English.

7 and 14), health information (clusters 1, 6 and 13), user behavior and content
generation (clusters 9, 15, 16 and 17), social impacts (clusters 2, 4, 5 and 12), and
technologies (clusters 8 and 11) of the platforms.
Some mentioned features are similar in CNKI papers, like the interests on
platforms (clusters 3, 4 and 9), content generators (clusters 7 and 16), and social
influence (clusters 12 and 14). In contrast, Chinese scholars paid more attention
on the media attributes (clusters 5, 6, 11 and 13) and variations (clusters 2, 10, 15
and 17) of short videos. Issues of copyright (cluster 8) were also discussed. The
science mappings offer a quick look at the foci but are not comprehensive
enough.
Based on this initial bibliometric mapping and a thematic analysis, we merged
all the clusters of research topic issues into four main research perspectives: the
media perspective, the economic perspective, the cultural perspective, and the
discursive perspective (Table 2). It should be pointed out that these research directions are not mutually exclusive and are inter-related; and some papers covered
more than one issue. We added a few articles published in 2022 to illustrate the
latest development.
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Table : Merging of main research perspectives and core issues.
Perspectives

Clusters of core research issues

Media perspective

Characteristics of short video and its platforms
Media convergence and information dissemination
Media usage, overusage and misusage
Digital marketing and internet celebrities
Platformization and labor issues
Copyright and attribution issues
Memes and youth culture
Audiovisualization of social culture
Cultural exchanges and convergence
Everyday discourse and aesthetic issues
Identity discourse and self-presentation
Political discourse and digital empowerment

Economic perspective

Cultural perspective

Discursive perspective

3.2.1 Media Perspective
The short video was recognized as a new media in many publications, especially by
researchers from communication and media studies and some medical or psychology research. In the papers from our dataset, three main issues can be seen
from this perspective: characteristics of short video and its platforms, media
convergence and information dissemination, and lastly, media usage, overusage
and misusage.
3.2.1.1 Characteristics of Short Video and Its Platforms
In the early stage of short video studies, researchers were eager to find out what
short video is and its features by comparing with other kinds of media. There are
two main contrast routes: with former audiovisual media and with other social
media.
In comparisons to former audiovisual media like films or television, some
researchers pointed out the difference in formats like shorter video length (Xie
2014; Zhang et al. 2015) and vertical layout (Su 2018; Zhou and Jin 2018) of short
videos. The inner traits were also emphasized. Experimental research demonstrated signiﬁcant effects of TikTok or Douyin videos’ humor and ﬁrst-person
camera view on the viewer perceptions of immersion, social presence and entertainment (Wang 2020c). Apart from that, by adopting the concept of “Textualization of Images” (Stiegler 2009) proposed by Bernard Stiegler, Wang (2013b)
argued that short video is textualized, which is different from the structure of TV
ﬂow and allows people to capture and arrange images and videos freely as means
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of expressions. Meanwhile, some researchers noted that, short videos had
simpliﬁed the production of videos, which aroused the instinct of communication
in ordinary people, showing their all walks of life, and being visible as “the unfamous” (Lu and Lai 2020; Pan 2020). In that sense, the short video is revolutionary, because it truly achieved the democratization of expression (Yu 2019).
Researchers also compared the short video platforms with other social media.
Some believed that the short video apps are decentralized (Chang and Du 2017),
which forms an open, ﬂat and equal structure of communication network (Dong
and Tian 2018), and enables information to be disseminated in a timely, fast and
efﬁcient way (Min et al. 2018; Zhao and Wu 2017). They believed that these traits are
the same as other internet-based media. Some other scholars whereas emphasized
the characteristics of particular short video apps. For example, Shao (2018) took
Douyin as a case, and discussed the “grassroots-ness” in the video content and the
embeddedness of AI technologies in the platform. Some later research also found
different traits between short video apps, for instance, the unlikeness in the way
that Douyin and Kuaishou make use of feed ﬂow based on algorithms (Qi and Li
2021), and the similarities and distinctions in developing strategies and platformization of Douyin and TikTok (Kaye et al. 2021a). Numerous research also took
the method of comparison and revealed different cultural or social implications on
distinctive platforms, which will be discussed in other parts.
3.2.1.2 Media Convergence and Information Dissemination
From the media perspective, many scholarly conversations from communication
and media studies focused on the challenges or opportunities that short videos and
their platforms had or would bring to journalism. Some research pointed out that
user-generated videos were impacting the press, improving the timeliness of news
delivery (Qu and Li 2018), and providing additional information or even dominating the news (Fernández-Martínez 2019). The short video platforms are also
changing the news production. By analyzing 19 news media and programs on
TikTok, Vázquez-Herrero et al. (2020) found that the news media are adapting to
the logic of this platform, in a context marked by the incidental consumption of
news, virality and the intermediation of technology in access to information, to
grab younger generations.
Under these circumstances, media convergence (or media integration) became
a heated issue in short video studies, especially in CNKI papers. A large amount of
research used case-by-case analysis to figure out how traditional media organizations could make use of short videos and the platforms in the news coverage
(e.g., Chang and Wang 2017; Huang and Yin 2017; Ren and Xiao 2020). Some noted
a paradigm shift from traditional audiovisual media to short videos (Zhang 2017). A
content analysis conducted by Zhang and Liang (2017) suggests that most of the
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editing techniques established by the ﬁlm pioneers and still worked in the TV news
era do not positively affect the viewing of short videos. However, the new features
in the editing of short videos are not theorized like the montage theories of ﬁlmediting, which needs further discussion.
At the same time, several studies also discussed the side effects of emotional
arousing and fragmentation of news narration by short videos (Yan and Zhang
2019; Zhang and Peng 2019), and the challenges from technologies like the
recommendation and hashtag system in these platforms (Yang 2019a). As
Schwalbe et al. (2015) pointed out, social media like Instagram, Vine, Snapchat,
etc., has formed a stream of visuals, which has changed the gatekeeping process.
And the visuality, replicability and imitability of the short videos also made it more
challenging to eliminate rumors (Luo and Lin 2021). The issues around misinformation and disinformation on short video apps are widely discussed in recent
studies, especially regarding the health information of COVID-19 (e.g., Basch et al.
2021; Baumel et al. 2021; Sederholm et al. 2021) and other diseases or medical
treatments (e.g., Chen et al. 2021a; Porter et al. 2021; Xu et al. 2021), as well as the
political information during elections (e.g., Rogers 2021). These studies may
indicate that the risks of misinformation or disinformation on the short video apps
were severe, but some other research also saw the potential of debunking hoaxes
on these platforms (e.g., Alonso López et al. 2021; Southwick et al. 2021). Drawing
on a digital ethnography project, Southerton (2021) found that healthcare workers
were using playfulness, memes, and other platform elements like lip-syncing,
alongside familiar techniques of highlighting their expertise and relatability for
information-sharing on TikTok, which may shed light on the current infodemic
problem.
3.2.1.3 Media Usage, Overusage and Misusage
Many studies, particularly those from psychology, paid attention to people’s
motivations and behaviors in using short video apps. By applying phenomenology
and conducting semi-structured interviews, Du et al. (2020) found that consuming
and creating touristic fantasies, hashtagging a #wonderfuljourney through
sharing, and storing one’s meaningful life in a ‘public’ diary are three primary
reasons for users’ engagement in TikTok travel videos. Some studies based on
surveys also suggested similar results: users’ motivations for archiving, selfexpression, social interaction, and entertainment are signiﬁcant contributors to
TikTok usage behaviors (Bossen and Kottasz 2020; Omar and Dequan 2020; Shao
and Lee 2020). Another research further explored four distinct gratiﬁcations for
TikTok use: socially rewarding self-presentation, trendiness, escapist addiction,
and found: Novelty was the most relevant motive for using TikTok across all users;
Age was positively correlated with trendiness and negatively correlated with
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escapist addiction; TikTok videos were driven by socially rewarding selfpresentations (Scherr and Wang 2021).
Meanwhile, the current studies also highlighted the overuse and addiction
issues in the realm of short videos. According to a survey conducted in 2019, social
interaction anxiety and social isolation were positively related to interpersonal
attachment and that personalization and entertainment were positively related to
site attachment. Interpersonal and site attachments had significant positive influences on addiction to short video apps (Zhang et al. 2019). The tendencies were
also noticed by some descriptive discussions (e.g., Shao 2018) and qualitative
research (e.g., Yang et al. 2021), but still need more empirical evidence. As Montag
et al. (2021) had put up, there are many unexplored research questions related to
TikTok use, it is high time to strengthen research efforts to better understand
TikTok use and whether certain aspects of its use result in detrimental behavioral
effects. At the same time, the users’ engagement motives and behaviors on other
short video apps should be noted as well.
Misuses of short videos were also discussed, especially in the CNKI scholarship.
According to some papers, due to the lowered criteria of video-making and lack of
regulations in the early stage (Gu and Wu 2018; Ji an Du 2017), short video platforms
have caused many problems in China, such as the production or dissemination of
inappropriate videos (including violent, vulgar and illegal contents, etc.), invasion
or disclosure of others’ privacy, consumption of vulnerable groups, imitation of
high-risk behaviors, and lack of protection of the teenagers (Jiao and Tang 2018; Jing
2018; Tu 2019; Zhang 2019b). To solve these problems, researchers mainly advised
from two aspects. Firstly, they emphasized the regulatory role of government and
called on the establishment of a collaborative regulation model with multiple actors
involving the users, platforms and governers (Feng and Xu 2020; Li 2017; Lv and
Wang, 2018; Zheng and Wu 2021). Secondly, technologies like artiﬁcial intelligence
and blockchain were also suggested for platform regulation and content management (Yang and Yu 2022; Yu and Gu 2021).
3.2.2 Economic Perspective
The short video market in China has been growing for years. In 2016, with Baidu,
Alibaba, Tencent, ByteDance and other Chinese tech giants taking part in the short
video market competition, various apps and mobile tools had sprung up, attracting
talents from all over the country. This marked 2016 as the “kickstart year of short
video” in China (iiMedia Research 2017). The quick growth of short video apps in
the Chinese market has triggered various discussions about their economic values.
Some researchers even proposed that short video is a new kind of “productivity”,
which is based on the logic of visualization (Peng 2019) or the internet ﬂow
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(Ji 2019). In parallel, with the global popularity of TikTok in 2019, similar discussions emerged in the English-language scholarly community. We concluded the
research topics into three major groups: digital marketing and Internet celebrities,
platformization and labor issues, and also copyright and attribution issues.
3.2.2.1 Digital Marketing and Internet Celebrities
Digital marketing in short video apps like TikTok and Douyin is often discussed in
the papers of business marketing and management in our dataset. Wang and Lv
(2019) summarized the new features like the liveness of content and stronger
interactions in short video advertisement, and argued that a new model of
branding narrative is rising on these platforms. Similarly, some other researchers
also noticed that the popularity of TikTok was leading to a shift in the consumer
culture where authentic brand narratives are valued and self-brand connections
are more important than ever (Kunkel et al. 2019). In a large-scale ﬁeld study,
Mulier et al. (2021) demonstrated that mobile vertical video ads increase consumer
interest and engagement compared to horizontal video ads. Then, in two experimental studies, they further found that mobile users process vertical video ads
more ﬂuently than horizontal video ads, and younger mobile users (Generation Z)
process mobile vertical video ads more ﬂuently than older Generations X and Y.
Furthermore, some researchers expanded the topics to discuss about how different
industries (such as publishing, tourism, etc.) can use short videos for marketing
(Deng and Zhao 2019; Liu and Yang 2018; Wang and Xu 2021), and encourage
consumers’ engagement and sharing (Si and Zhao 2019).
Besides, short video celebrities were another important issue under this
perspective. Case study and content analysis are the most commonly used
methods in these papers, for example, case studies of Papi Jiang (Xie 2017) and
Liziqi (e.g., Sang and Tao 2020), and a content study on videos posted on Douyin,
which revealed the interactions between the strategies that e-commerce inﬂuencers use (product focus, engagement) and responses that audiences make
(positive identiﬁcation, negative identiﬁcation) in the context of digital promotions (Hung et al. 2021). In China, the research about online inﬂuencers are
often tied with development issues. By interpreting the case of “Seven Sisters” in
Guizhou, a group of Kuaishou inﬂuencers from an underdeveloped province, Luan
and Zhang (2020) pointed out that short videos are economically valuable, not only
to the online inﬂuencers themselves but also to the development of where they live.
Similar views can be found in other studies about inﬂuencers on either Douyin
(e.g., COVRC 2019), Kuaishou (e.g., Liu and Zhou 2019; Wang and Li 2020) or other
platforms (e.g., Li and Yu 2020). And some recent studies of live-streaming for
e-commerce (particularly phenomenal during the pandemic of COVID-19 in
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China), also emphasized the visibility and economic promotion in rural areas by
the online inﬂuencers and the platforms (e.g., Li and Zhao 2020; Tong et al. 2021).
Moreover, several studies also noticed the trend of PUGC (Professional User
Generated Content) and MCNs (multi-channel networks) alongside the rise of online celebrities in the short video market. According to a report from CNNIC (2019),
the short video platforms in China are in close cooperation with MCNs, which
improved the quality of UGC videos by the inﬂuence of PUGC ones. Another report
by Thomala (2022) further found that, in 2021, the size of the MCN market in China
reached around 33.5 billion yuan, roughly doubling that of 2019. As Xu (2020)
pointed out, MCNs, based on the mixture of UGC and PUGC, are competitive
players in the advertising market and media industry chains. Considering that
MCNs on TikTok are also growing fast, research probing those questions might be
demanded in the future.
3.2.2.2 Platformization and Labor Issues
The issues about labor and platformization are emerging in short video studies
both in WoS and CNKI publications. Theories of creative workers were used in
some of the papers. For example, Lin and Kloet (2019) investigated the platformization of Kuaishou and its socio-economic context, and found it enables the
diverse, often marginalized, Chinese living outside the urban centers of the
country to become unlikely creative workers, who have become self-employed
creative, digital entrepreneurs. In another study, which is based on a large-scale
questionnaire survey of more than 12,000 creative workers on Douyin, He et al.
(2020) found that, being creative workers, their sense of happiness and gaining has
been enhanced, and that generally transformed themselves into creative entrepreneurs, and promoted the development of creative industry and innovative
society.
Other theories of digital labor were also applied in many studies. Some
scholars proposed that the short video users are transformed into prosumers
whose viewing behaviors have been transformed into digital labor, and they have
become “digital laborers” of the capital (Deng and Ma 2021; Lv and He 2019) and
platforms are becoming “factories of social networking” (Li and Bao 2020). Using
the cases of internet celebrities on Kuaishou, Tan et al. (2020) also asserted that
they ultimately provide free and easily exploitable labor to the platform under a
facade of innocuous play. However, another study, also focused on the playbor
issue on Kuaishou, argued a third path other than “exploitation” or “empowerment”, to address the complexity of digital labor production characterized by a
collaborative and symbiotic relationship between social media platforms and
users (Zhou and Liu 2021).
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Besides, a few research studies further conceptualized some of the niche topics
in digital labor issues, like the “digital child labor” presented by kid influencers
and child short video users (e.g., Huang 2021; Zhang 2020). And by applying indepth interviews with creative workers on Chinese short video apps (Douyin and
Kuaishou) and drawing on the concept of “gig economics”, Liu et al. (2021) argued
that, being deeply controlled by the algorithm-driven platforms, creative workers
are going through a transition of “digital gig workers” to “digital ghost workers”, a
metaphor of their precarious labor and unstable life experience.
In conclusion, many scholarly discussions in this cluster focused on the costructuring of labor, capital and technology in the platformization of short video
apps, but some offered comprehensions from other perspectives. Drawing on the
comparison of Douyin and TikTok by app walkthrough method, Kaye et al. (2021a)
argued that the co-evolution of the two apps is a new paradigm of global platform
expansion that differs from strategies of regionalization adopted by previous major
social media platforms. Apart from that, some scholars were concerned about
platform governance. For instance, Ji (2019) proposed that short video production
is moving away from institutionalized or structured political and economic relations, so a management model engaged with multi-regulatory forces such as the
government, enterprises and users is needed.
3.2.2.3 Copyright and Attribution Issues
In the papers from CNKI, the copyright issues about short videos were highlighted
by legal scholarship. As mentioned above, the short video apps not only simplified
the production of videos and enabled more people to share their thoughts and
moments, but also raised the problems of copyright. No matter in the early case of
The Bloody Crime for A Bun (2006) or some later ones, how to differentiate the
“derivative work” from the original work and what criteria should be considered
were discussed among scholars (Dong and Shao 2018). In 2021, boycotts and
lawsuits from ﬁlm & TV production companies and stream media against short
video platforms were seen on the rise in China (CNNIC 2021), which made these
issues more urgent.
Researchers have proposed three kinds of solution to the copyright violation
problem. Firstly, the copyright law in China should be improved in the legal
identification of the originality and fair use in short videos (Chen 2019b). In that
sense, the classiﬁcation of short videos is necessary, and those with low originality
should be excluded from copyright protection (Sun 2019; Zhang 2019a). Secondly,
the legal responsibility of the platforms was considered as well. For instance, Tian
and Guo (2019) argued that, short video platforms should take more responsibility
besides performing the notiﬁcation and takedown process to balance the relationship between creative incentive and piracy prevention. Lastly, some studies
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emphasized the power of technologies in copyright protection, such as a content
ﬁltering system based on the MD5 database (Lu 2018) or a digital ﬁngerprinting
system like YouTube’s Content ID system (Tian and Guo 2019).
Similar discussions in WoS papers were also emerging and primarily focusing
on the case of TikTok. Some research and review articles voiced concerns about the
unauthorized use of music and videos on TikTok, and suggested that legal remedies should be strengthened (e.g., Shutsko 2020; Bayley 2021; Salsabilax et al.
2021). An empirical study conducted by Kaye et al. (2021b) conﬁrmed that the
messy sociotechnical practices – creators reusing, mixing, mashing, and sampling
content on TikTok, are further complicated by platform architectures, and make it
more difﬁcult to give proper attribution, so studies on attribution is more instrumental in complex and messy platform economies than dominant copyright
scholarship suggests. And as TikTok and other short video platforms become more
established on copyright as creative industries, studies concerning those questions
will be increasingly important.
3.2.3 Cultural Perspective
The cultural impact of short videos and their platforms is also significant in the
current scholarly conversations. From this perspective, three significant research
clusters emerged: memes and youth culture, audio-visualization of social culture,
and cultural exchanges and convergence. It is worth noting that the first cluster
was made up of both WoS and CNKI papers in our dataset, but papers from CNKI
discussed topics from the other clusters with higher frequency.
3.2.3.1 Memes and Youth Culture
A number of papers have considered memes as an important clue in understanding
short videos and their cultural impact. In an early study focused on Douyin, Chang
and Tian (2018) proposed that memes – the consequence of individuals’ imitation
behaviors- are an important prerequisite for producing and disseminating short
videos. Tech-giant capital and its marketing intentions fostered the growth of short
video memes. Another study also indicated that the principles of mimesis—
imitation and replication—are encouraged by the platform’s logic and design (the
user signup process and default page, icons and video-editing features, and user
and video creation norms), and contribute to what they theorize as “imitation
publics” on TikTok (Zulli and Zulli 2020). Although a few papers illustrated these
memetic features by the theory of “interactive ritual chains”, the interactions and
imitations on short video apps are also emphasized as basic principles (e.g., Guo
and Meng 2018; Li 2019).
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Memes were also considered as a critical element in understanding the youth
culture in the cultural context of short videos. By analyzing the case of #OkBoomer
memes on TikTok, Zeng and Abidin (2021) found that the platform was encouraging memetic remixes – meme videos, mostly featuring lip-syncs, dance routines,
and skits, have become one of the deﬁning features of TikTok, and young TikTokers were utilizing the short videos to advocate for various causes, even
including political advocacy. In another word, memetic remix is an essential
characteristic of youth culture on TikTok. Some other researchers also noticed
other features of TikTok teenage culture. For example, by focusing on Charli
D’Amelio, a teenage inﬂuencer on TikTok, Kennedy (2020) indicated a transformation of girls’ “bedroom culture” from a space previously conceptualized as
private and safe from judgement, to one of public visibility, surveillance and
evaluation.
Meanwhile, scholars proposed another term “tuwei” (e.g., Zhou and Liu 2021)
to describe the memetic culture and youth culture of Kuaishou. In Chinese, “tuwei”
contains a mixed ﬂavor of non-fashionable, non-pretty, less-developed or even a
little barbaric. Yang (2019b) argued that “tuwei” memes are special texts in the
consumer society for satisfying people’s curiosity and appreciation of ugliness
with strong post-modern characteristics. The “tuwei” culture was regarded as a
subculture in some papers. By creating “tuwei” memes, young Kuaishouers had a
chance to transform their cultural production into actual income, and even merge
it into the mainstream culture (Zhou 2019). In short, research has conﬁrmed that
memes are very important for comprehending short videos and their impact on
youth culture.
3.2.3.2 Audio-Visualization of Social Culture
In China, short video users are no longer limited to young people but from all age
groups. Therefore, some scholars have noticed that the audiovisual nature of short
videos has already influenced the mainstream social culture. Chinese scholar Sun
(2020) argued that the short video is “a powerful visual force in constructing social
reality”. By borrowing the famous phrase “Je pense, donc Je suisof (Cogito, ergo
sum)” from René Descartes, she proposed that short videos are cultivating an
audio-visualization trend in social culture and rebuilding the relationship between
humans and the environments – “I ﬁlm, therefore I am; We ﬁlm, therefore cities
exist”. Another research by Lin (2019) had similar opinion, she pointed out that the
short video is visually centric and is “the external visual representation of image
narration, immersive scene experience and new social construction of people in
image era”.
However, this cultural shift of audiovisual has aroused scholarly concerns.
Some researchers worried about the issue of reality in this audio-visualized
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culture. For instance, Wang (2020b) conducted qualitative research through a
semi-structured interview with 18 short video creators in Bilibili, another video
sharing site in China, and found the trend of “online performance” in their
personalized videos. In another research, Gu (2020) further pointed out that short
videos had quietly reshaped the structure and landscape of social culture, and
driven individuals to form an “availability bias” – the images presented in short
videos replaced the reality, bringing uncertainty to the social culture. The grand
impacts of short videos on the social culture may need more explications and
interpretations in the future.
3.2.3.3 Cultural Exchanges and Convergence
The phenomena of cultural exchanges in short video apps and video sharing tools
in general were also discussed in scholarship. For instance, by drawing on
different short video cases, Dong and Tian (2018) argued that short videos can
enhance the “commonness of decoding” among audiences from different cultural
backgrounds, and contribute to the forming of consensus. Similar views can be
found in many later research articles in CSSCI with the case of Li Ziqi, a Chinese
short video creator who records her traditional Chinese way of living and has over
16 million followers on YouTube. For example, Xin and Ye (2020), used a crawler to
collect all the comments from Li Ziqi’s ten most viewed videos and found that short
videos had offered a more understandable approach by audio-visualized symbols
and a more interactive space for cross-cultural communication. Moreover, Zeng
and Shi (2020) argued that Li Ziqi visually and artistically reconstructs the “pastoral life” with short videos, “massaging” global viewers suffering from modernity
anxiety in terms of visual perception, spiritual pleasure and aesthetic enjoyment.
As Ji (2020) added, social media platforms, including video-sharing sites and apps,
were not objectively neutral but produced speciﬁc content, emotions, texts, and
relationships. Therefore, the phenomenon of Li Ziqi highlighted the platformbased features of cross-cultural communication in this era. Besides, the cases of
foreign online celebrities making short videos about different cultures from
different countries were analyzed by other papers, and the process of decoding
visual symbols was considered an advantage of short videos (e.g., Xiao and Zhang
2020).
At the same time, some short video studies also paid attention to the cultural
exchanges between urban culture and rural culture (e.g., Chen 2019a; Zhou 2019).
By observing the Kuaishou usage by a group of young villagers in Qinghai, China,
Ji (2018) found that Kuaishou has merged the cultures of cities and villages and
dismantled the long-existed dichotomy between urban and rural areas. On the
other hand, criticism and doubts came along. For instance, Yang (2019a) argued
that the mainstreaming of rural culture and youth culture in short video
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communities is only an “illusionary consciousness” under the manipulation of the
capital. By drawing on the term “poor image” proposed by Hito Steyerl, a German
artist, he interpreted that UGC short videos are imitations of professionally produced videos based on the audio-visual techniques on the platforms like ﬁlters,
voice-overs, lip-sync, etc., and the superﬁcial cultural convergence cannot ﬁll out
the reality gaps between mainstream culture and subculture, urban culture and
rural culture.
3.2.4 Discursive Perspective
Apart from the perspectives of media, economic, and culture, some researchers
reflected on the social embeddedness of short videos from the perspective of
discourse and media philosophy, arguing that the short videos are becoming a new
discursive practice, and has a profound impact on the whole society. The current
literature covers several specific research topics, which can be grouped into three
main aspects: everyday discourse and aesthetic issues, identity discourse and selfpresentation, and political discourse and digital empowerment.
3.2.4.1 Everyday Discourse and Aesthetic Issues
A number of CNKI papers from humanities & arts studies noted the everyday
discourse and aesthetic issues on short video apps. Applying the “everyday life”
theories of Henri Lefebvre, Agnes Heller, Michel de Certeau, etc., Liu (2022) argued
that the large-scale usage of short videos is a “massive collective human video
recording campaign”, which makes the short video images approaching all the
possibility of everyday life. The boundaries between video space-time and real
space-time are no longer clear-cut. In other words, the distinction between short
video practice and everyday life is disappearing, and short video has become a new
discursive practice of everyday life (Zeng and Yu 2022).
Drawing on the term “aestheticization” proposed by Wolfgang Welsch (1996),
Some researchers further pointed out short videos’ aesthetic signiﬁcance: “the real
scene is de-realized by the intervention of images, and the Spatio-temporal scene
of everyday life is aestheticized” (Jiang and Fan 2020). Liu and Liang (2019) argued
that short videos allow us to pay attention to the little moments of life, thus making
the “life” an aesthetic object, and connotng a process of disenchanting and then reenchanting our daily life. Following this “aestheticization” path, the reality of life
becomes an “everyday vista” that can be viewed. Therefore, as Wang and Xu (2020)
proposed, the short video had broken the boundaries between art and life,
providing ordinary people with the opportunity to show the aesthetics in their
lives, and allowing the aesthetic spirit and artistic creation hidden in everyday life
to transcend the ordinary.
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On the other hand, the arts are getting more like everyday life. This was
particularly evident during the COVID-19 lockdowns. For example, in the live
streaming of One World: Together at Home (2020), the ordinary life moments of the
celebrities and artists were revealed to the public – it was totally different from the
staged shows, and arts were returning to the everyday discourse (Wang and Xu
2020). Feng (2020) also noticed the tendency of the massive spontaneous and
participatory creative outpouring of individual and collaborative artworks on the
short video apps like Kuaishou, Douyin, TikTok, and WeChat public accounts
during the pandemic, and claimed that it had opened up a temporary space of
expression that both offset the lack of information and enabled alternative ways
of understanding and expression about the crisis. In a word, the remixed discourse
of art and everyday life deserves the attention of future research.
3.2.4.2 Identity Discourse and Self-Presentation
The second cluster in the discursive perspective is about identity discourse, which
is mainly reflected in the users’ self-presentation behaviors. For example, Izotova
et al. (2021) used methods of discursive, hermeneutic and linguistic analysis, etc.,
to analyze the problems and features of the discursive practice of TikTokers,
Instagramers, and YouTubers. Their study had convinced that utilizing hashtags,
social integration activities such as challenges, and speciﬁc vocabularies is
essential for them to express and form their users’ identities. Some papers had also
conﬁrmed that phenomenon by applying memes theories, and we have already
reviewed them in the paragraphs of culture perspective because they further
analyzed the cultural consequences.
Some other studies further analyzed the issue of short video users’ selfpresentation and gender identity, predominantly the female and LGBTQ+ groups.
For the female identity discursive practice, some researchers argue that gender
stereotypes about women still exist in short videos and that women’s bodies are
still being gazed at, objectiﬁed, and commodiﬁed. Women’s only way to gain
attention in short videos is to present the roles that meet their social expectations
(Chen 2022). Another study that analyzed the female artists on TikTok also indicated that even with the hashtag #feministartists to identify themselves, a focus on
feminist artists is restrictive for consolidating artists’ efforts to pursue speciﬁc
professional, social, political, and economic agendas through art (Gerlieb 2021).
However, some scholars argued that women were not entirely disadvantaged in
the gender identity constructed by short videos. They were able to use the short
video platforms as a discursive space to show their agency and self-existences
(Wang 2020a). For example, with a content analysis of the videos uploaded by
Chinese mothers under the hashtag #workfromhomewithchildcare on Douyin,
Han and Kuipers (2021) found that by mocking at the motherly identities of
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themselves, an online joking culture and spaces for liberating females were
created. And by analyzing videos created by and/or featuring African women and
girls, Akinbola (2022) further argued that these content creators had practiced a
discourse of “digital disbelonging”, while explicitly rejecting the forms of
gendered surveillance, discipline and shame that shape their day to day lives.
As for the LGBTQ+ people, the existing research has analyzed various videosharing and short video platforms, and has conﬁrmed that short videos are
powerful discursive space for this community. In a comparative study conducted
by Duguay (2016) shows Vine, a short video app, encourage a variety of discourses
to be communicated across the public with an emphasis on creative, ﬁrst-person
sharing for the LGBTQ+ people, whereas Instagram cannot. Recently, empirical
research has also found an overarching theme of TikTok as a supportive community for the gender and sexual minority youth (Hiebert and Kortes-Miller 2021).
Using the method of CTDA (critical technocultural discourse analysis), Avdeeff
(2021) examined and compared the technocultural discourse in response (over
20,000 tweets and 100 TikTok videos) to Taylor Swift’s LGBTQ+ allyship in You
Need to Calm Down (2020) on TikTok and Twitter, and indicated TikTok’s depoliticized mimetic creativity compared to Twitter’s hegemonic interpretations.
The research articles above revealed that short videos and their apps have the
ability to spark future research on identity and gender issues.
3.2.4.3 Political Discourse and Digital Empowerment
Lastly, the political discourse and digital empowerment were also seen in the
papers from our dataset. Some researchers pointed out the unique role of short
videos in building an entertaining political discourse. For example, by using the
app walkthrough method and a content analysis of over 800 videos collected from
the “Positive Energy” (in Chinese “zheng neng liang”) section of Douyin, Chen
et al. (2021b), argued that Douyin promoted the Chinese state’s political agenda by
promoting a new form of playful patriotism online. In another three studies of
Spain, India, and France, respectively, the “politainment” phenomenon on TikTok
was also observed. And the playfulness of TikTok was considered the basics of its
political discourse and participation (Cervi and Marín-Lladó 2021; Vijay and Gekker 2021), and “considering that present trends in usage rates suggest that the
short-video is the future of social media, we might expect an increase in politainment content” (Cervi et al. 2021).
Besides, a new kind of short video of “political services and affairs” (PAS) has
emerged in China. Government agencies, including the Ministry of Transport of the
People’s Republic of China and the News Centre of State-owned Assets Supervision
and Administration Commission (SASAC) have set up short video accounts and
uploaded such PAS short videos (Internet Communication Magazine 2019). A large
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number of researchers have studied this form of short videos, especially during the
pandemic, and argued that it is a new way of political discursive practice with
emotional appeal and afﬁnity (e.g., Ning and Yang 2021; Tang et al. 2020; Zhang
and Yin 2019). It is worth noting that a new form of e-commerce live streaming
anchored by government ofﬁcials was also popular at the same time and attracted
similar scholarly conversations (e.g., Deng 2020; Qi and Lei 2021).
The rise of short videos has created a new opportunity for the empowerment of
people on online platforms (Vizcaíno and Aguaded 2022). In the China context,
some researchers focused on how short video empowers people in the countryside
and contribute to rural revitalization. For example, Liu and Zhou (2019) noted that
short video creation provided people rural area with actual income, and in return,
provided materials for short video production. In this process, rural residents and
the areas both beneﬁted from the short videos. This digital empowerment crossed
the boundaries between the virtual and the real, and was ultimately reﬂected in the
development of the regional economy and local community (Liu 2018; Wang and Li
2020). Meanwhile, some other research focused on the activism on short video
platforms, for example, the climate activism (e.g., Hautea et al. 2021), anti-caste
activism (e.g., Subramanian 2021) and consumer activism (e.g., Yu 2021), proving
the potential of digital empowerment of short videos.
However, present research has pointed out that the discursive expression of
the short video is fragmented (Chen and Chen 2022; Lv and He 2019), irrational
(Wang and Liu 2019), and emotional driven (Zhang et al. 2019), which make it risky
of being magniﬁed or even manipulated. An interdisciplinary study of online
public events on Douyin showed that negative emotions were easily evoked,
diffused, and ampliﬁed in short videos. It reﬂected that people’s true demands,
realistic expectations, and emotional expressions are driven by their judgments of
moral principles, resistance to identity oppositions, and the contagion of social
emotions (Tian and Zhang 2021). Since the popularization of online video sites
such as YouTube, many studies have followed the ’social media-emotional-political’ approach to demonstrate that online video platforms hugely impact people’s
thoughts, feelings, and even political attitudes (e.g., Buchanan and Murray 2012;
Cavazos-Rehg et al. 2016). It is believed that in the future, the short videos will be
an essential academic growth area within this research ﬁeld (Zhao and Li 2022).
In all, researchers have noticed the significance of the discursive practice of
short videos. It is now becoming a new “social language” (Yu et al. 2020) or a
“language of society” (Wang 2013a), shaping a new way of constructing social
reality based on sensation (audio–visual) and emotion, as well as the technologies
embedded on the platforms, and exerting a constant inﬂuence on the way how
people are thinking as well as how ideology is evolving.
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4 Conclusion and Discussion
By reviewing the literature on short video studies in the past two decades, we found
that with the growing influence of short videos as a global medium and continuously penetrating human life, the discussions on short videos have become
broader and deeper. First, it is reflected in the number of publications, which has
increased from zero to hundreds and thousands in the Web of Science Core
Collection and CNKI (CSSCI and CSCD) databases. Then the researchers’ academic
backgrounds are getting more diversified, ranging from social science (communication studies, sociology, management studies, economics, laws, psychology,
etc.) to arts & humanities (anthropology, cultural studies, ﬁlms, etc.) and science &
engineering (medical science, computer engineering, etc.), which brings more
topics and perspectives into short video studies. Lastly, the way people consider
short videos is changing. At the individual level, people’s usage of short videos was
not only understood from the perspective of consumption, but also interpreted as a
complicated process of human’s interaction with the technology of the platforms.
At the grand societal level, scholars have gradually realized that short videos are
more than a new way of communicating but a critical factor in the structural
change of video discursive power that brings visibility to ordinary people. This
structural discursive change has greatly inﬂuenced politics, economics, culture,
and social structure, and it will apparently continue the impact in the future.
Differences between Chinese and English literature can be seen as well. First,
considering the huge market and common use of short videos in China, Chinese
scholars had more chances to publish related papers, and the publication number
in turn has obviously surpassed those in English. Second, about the research
topics, a large number of Chinese researchers concentrated on the media function
of short videos and focused on what changes it had brought to the media environment and how traditional media could make use of them, as well as the
copyright issues and cross-cultural communication. In contrast, English scholarship paid more attention to online activism, health communication, gender issues,
subculture, etc. Third, the research subjects, Douyin and Kuaishou, were the main
research subjects among Chinese scholars, but TikTok was targeted more
frequently by scholars from other countries, which is understandable because
TikTok is more internationally influential and accessible outside China. Finally, in
terms of research methods, case study and content analysis were most commonly
used both in the Chinese and English literature, but papers from WoS showed more
diversity in applying quantitative methods and online ethnographic research.
In general, the present short video studies have contributed significantly to
academia. In the realm of journalism, communication, and media studies, they
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have accelerated the self-renewal of online media and visual media research,
merging the two fields in theories, cases, and methods. In that sense, the issue of
visibility in previous online media studies has been broadened—online videos and
short videos have literally made people visible and sensible. Meanwhile, the new
visualization of digital empowerment framework replaced the traditional symbolic
and textual analysis paradigm of visual studies. The short video studies have also
impacted media practice and enriched news production and journalism studies.
And by attracting scholars from different research categories, the short video
studies started to adopt new methods like big data crawling, AI-based emotion
analysis, online ethnography, etc., and promoted interdisciplinary knowledge
flow and cross-disciplinary research. How will short video studies develop in the
future? We suggest the following agenda:
Firstly, current research on short videos mainly follows the paradigms of online communication and media studies. A small number of researchers used image
theories that were developed from film and television studies. However, as a digital
audiovisual medium, short videos have unique technical characteristics and
multimodal traits, and “many characteristics of digital video have not been fully
revealed” (Sun 2022). In the context of the increasingly complex new technological
environment, we may need to consider how the audiovisual narrative of short
videos will be affected by cutting-edge technologies like AR, VR, 5G, etc., and how
it will affect people’s emotions and perceptions. What are the deeper mechanisms
behind short videos’ non-logical and emotional representations? Apart from the
memes, what else can we draw on for explanations? These issues call for theories
on the ontological features of short videos in future research.
Secondly, short videos have brought democratization for ordinary people via
videos. But when everyone can make and disseminate short videos, the complexity
and polysemy of the multimodal language in short videos—assembly, configuration, and replication of audiovisual elements will also increase the volume of
misinformation, disinformation and the risk of uncertainty in human society. The
“visibility” of short videos is imperiled. For example, in 2022, during the RussianUkraine war, numerous short videos with misinformation and disinformation
about both Russia and Ukraine are circulating on the Internet. These videos are
mainly based on sensational narratives and political rhetoric, appealing to
emotion but not objective facts, which is another case of the post-truth era. We
believe that in the future, similar situations will become increasingly frequent, and
that such issues will require new methods of large-scale data collection and video
analysis to further analyze their presence and social impact.
Thirdly, the current literature has revealed a shifting trend of research topics
from the symbolic meaning of video texts to the information and technology
environment (including the infrastructure, hardware, software, and systems,
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algorithm, artificial intelligence, etc.), which means cross-disciplinary research
cooperation, especially with researchers who study science and technology, is
urgently needed. Previous research has been conducted mainly by researchers
with social sciences or arts & humanities backgrounds, including communication,
journalism, sociology, cultural studies, ﬁlm & TV studies, etc. Some research has
brought together theories from these different ﬁelds. However, studies with science and technology backgrounds such as computer science, cognitive science,
and physiology are still limited. Compared with the limited paradigms of social
science and arts & humanities research, cross-disciplinary research containing
knowledge and experience from science and technology, show more potential in
explaining human–machine interactions and relationships in short video studies.
At the same time, as the influence of short video platforms, such as TikTok,
continues to grow around the world, many interesting phenomena and valuable
research issues have arisen in their interaction and clash with regional traditional
culture and social context, which brings about numerous emergent research fields,
like the anti-caste activism in India (e.g., Subramanian 2021) and feminist practice
in Africa (e.g., Akinbola 2022). We suggest that global scholars pay more attention
to the ﬂourishing of short videos, conduct localized and diversiﬁed research, bring
about glocalized theories, and promote cross-regional academic cooperation, to
broaden our understanding towards the global and local social impact of short
videos and their platforms.
Throughout the history of communication development, humans have pursued better communication technologies on two levels: The first level is to
reawaken the sensory richness of the body as it should be among instant face-toface interactions. Today, technologies like hologram technology, virtual reality,
augmented reality, etc., are examples of that trend. The second level is the
continuous pursuit of deepening human interaction in time and space, from real
space to virtual and mobile space, connecting vision, sensation, and perception
(Wang 2018). Videos already have and will continue to be an important way of
practice in that process. As a subject of empirical analysis in video studies, short
videos may allow us to ﬁnd a possible answer to the big question: “what will
happen to human’s minds, thoughts, and communication?”.
Research funding: The study was supported by Communication University of
China and Award Number: CUC21GZ012.
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Abstract
Purpose: This study uses TikTok as a novel medium to extend the literature on
online activism. It adds to the emergent body of knowledge about playful political
participation among youth. It also explores how creative micro-videos can be a
force to create momentum and shape opinions around social and political topics.
Design/methodology/approach: A content analysis of 203 TikTok videos
reflecting the ongoing Israeli-Palestinian conflict that took place in Sheikh Jarrah
in 2021, was used to understand the extent to which TikTok’s platform’s affordances were used and examine the message frames that emerged when online
users disseminated messages of affect and solidarity with the Palestinians during
the Sheikh Jarrah incident.
Findings: The study showed that TikTok affordances encourage virality and creative crafting of direct and indirect political content, making the platform a space
for political expression, mobilization, and online activism. The affordances used
during the TikTok Intifada were visibility, editability, association, and persistence.
The two most prominent frames were the use of hashtags to promote the cause,
followed by direct political content.
Practical implications: Researchers are given guidance on how TikTok design
elements are now allowing a very young segment of users to become producers of
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political content in a way where messages are creatively crafted using the platform’s affordances.
Social implications: This study captured social media activism among a young
segment of users on a playful platform. Youth are now able to raise awareness and
call to action by capitalizing on platform affordances to create and spread content
about a cause.
Originality/value: Using the connective-collective approach, this work adds a
unique dimension to the literature on how TikTok is becoming a novel space for the
emergence of grassroot movements among a very young segment of users and how
hard political content has been adapted to fit the playful nature of this dynamic
platform. The work also takes lead into studying the Palestinian Intifada in a
virtual context, where an unusual activism frame emerged due to the nature of
TikTok as a micro-video and innovative platform.
Keywords: TikTok, content analysis, online activism, Palestine and Israel

1 TikTok Intifada: Analyzing Social Media
Activism Among Youth
In April 2021, Israeli forces evicted Palestinian families from their households in
the Sheikh Jarrah neighborhood. In response, Palestinians used the power of social
media, especially TikTok, to support a call for action on the hashtag #SaveSheikhJarrah (Pace 2013). The content on TikTok, however, being viral and free
from limitation, inspired the emergence of a new term, “TikTok Intifada”, using the
Arabic term for previous Palestinian uprisings (Ward 2021). TikTok, previously
called Musical.ly, is a trendy short-video streaming application, which enables
users to generate and publish 15 s videos on various topics (Geyser 2021).
While this was not the first time that Palestinians attempted to have their
voices heard (Pace 2013), it was the ﬁrst time that they spread a pro-Palestinian
narrative without restrictions, inequality, or change in truth (Ward 2021). Not only
that, other TikTok users, who later became affective publics in solidarity with
Palestinians, exploded with social, political, and cultural content to express their
connective-collective action through the creation of these short videos (Ward
2021). This is an example of connective action, when a series of digital technologies
allows for the creation of virtually-networked societies, which are self-organized
and engage online on public matters (See Bennett and Segerberg 2012). Social
media has been associated with political protests in various parts of the world
where people are able to access real-time content of people protesting. Protest
movements have been distinguished by speciﬁc hashtags, such as #Jan25 in Egypt
and #OWS for Occupy Wall Street.
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Hashtags give access to both content and users (See Jost et al. 2018). Jost and
colleagues (2018) suggest three major aspects about social media platforms during
political protests: (1) they provide information, which eases mobilization of political activities, (2) they spread emotional messages, with or against the political
activities taking place, (3) they are crucial in information dissemination since
social networks have a distinct structure through which the spread of online
messages can contribute to the success or failure of political activities. The current
study proposes to explore the role of social media in facilitating a sense of “shared
reality” that may lead to ofﬂine political action. Speciﬁcally we aim to study online
activism in the context of TikTok as a micro-video and innovative platform.
The current research is based on a content analysis of the top 203 TikTok
videos with the three most viral hashtags (#SaveSheikhJarrah, #SavePalestine,
#FreePalestine). Data were retrieved from the standard search portal on TikTok
from 1 May 2021 to 15 June 2021 – the duration of the Sheikh Jarrah incident. This
data corpus provided the basis for investigating how TikTok affordances were used
on activism around the Sheikh Jarrah dispute.
The phenomenon of playful political participation among a segment of young
users in a virtual context is reshaping the digital activism paradigm and is worthy
of research. The TikTok Intifada is therefore an important example, which helps
explore the online experience of youth on the platform and presents an unprecedented shift in the narrative of the Palestinian conflict among a segment of very
young users. By understanding TikTok’s platform’s affordances, the current study
adds a unique dimension to the growing literature on social media activism,
namely how young users advocate for change.

1.1 TikTok and Social Movements
TikTok, the novel micro-video platform, is particularly designed for youths and
according to Robehmed (2017), most users range from 13 to 21 years old. Users are
able to share short, edited videos, such as lip-syncing content with songs or any
other audio (Highﬁeld and Leaver 2016). As for its development, TikTok is growing
exponentially and has achieved 205 million downloads in the second quarter of
2021 (Statista 2021a).
TikTok has had a major impact on youth as they use the freedom of this
platform to express their point of view, using the application as a backchannel. The
term “back-channeling” is used to describe the conversations, movements, and
trends that take place on digital spaces (Seglem and Haling 2018). According to
Vijay and Gekker (2021), “the non-serious nature of TikTok further obscures its
actions as a playﬁeld for political persuasion” (p. 714). This playful political
engagement, whether through satire, parody, or the use of memes democratizes
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politics and engages different audiences who were, in other circumstances, almost
impossible to reach (Hartley 2010). Furthermore, Hautea et al. (2021) concluded
that TikTok’s short videos have been perceived as a way to communicate emotions
and express one’s identity. Patel and Binjola (2020) also assert that TikTok is a tool
to showcase talents, opinions on various topics, express affect and solidarity free
from national boundaries and or any other barriers.
The virality of content is a crucial factor in the success of social and political
online movements. The essence of TikTok is that the platform facilitates replication
and ‘spreadability’ through the design elements, where each created video has the
potential to trigger the creation of another (Jenkins et al. 2013). While TikTok
features will be systematically discussed in an upcoming section, we now
emphasize that the combination of several factors has made the application a free
space for youth activism.
Today youth are using social media to create new ways to resist and call the
world to action for hopeful social change (Dwonch 2021). In the past Israel-Gaza
wars, Youtube, Facebook and Twitter were used to report and tell the events in real
time (Ward 2021). One of the ﬁrst viral videos on YouTube was on Nabi Saleh village
in the West Bank and the rise of Ahed Tamimi as an online symbol of the Palestinian youth resistance against the occupation (Dwonch 2021). However, with the
emergence of TikTok, audiences became engaged with what the platform affords,
namely “playful ways of doing politics”, giving the chance for new forms of
participatory action to emerge (Vijay and Gekker 2021, p. 714).
According to Chon and Park (2020), activism refers to “a series of contentious
performances by which ordinary people strive to change social issues through
collective action” (p. 74). The digital revolution has redeﬁned activism since the
Internet has no geographic boundaries (Mutsvario 2016). Through communicative
action on digital media, anti-government protests and uprisings such as the Arab
Spring and Black Lives Matter (Cox 2017) were possible, as social media facilitated
communication, planning and assembly (Eltantawy and Wiest 2011). Through the
use of hashtags and frames, activists have been able to call for action, by reﬂecting
the ongoing conversation, motivating and orienting people towards speciﬁc action, referencing victims who were affected by the incident, mobilizing individuals
for demonstrations, and disseminating information to increase visibility and
outreach (Pramana et al. 2020). Currently, a growing body of literature exists
around ‘hashtag activism’, which refers to an action-oriented tool to support a
cause and initiate frame-related conversations in a virtual space (Tombleson and
Wolf 2017). According to Hon (2016), online activism through the use of hashtags is
an effective tool to shape public opinion around signiﬁcant issues.
TikTok users are becoming producers of playful and personalized political
content (Vijay and Gekker 2021), and we intend to explore how the TikTok platform
features were used to mobilize publics towards a pro-Palestinian narrative.
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1.2 Connective Action and Message Frames
In the literature, Bennett and Segerberg (2012) outline three types of collective
action, (1) organizationally brokered collective action, where formal organizations
are responsible to coordinate action, (2) organizationally enabled connective action,
where organizations are still central to the process but publics become engaged as
well, and (3) crowd-enabled connective action, where communication is decentralized and coordinated by the public. Both the logics of connective action and
collective action impact the process of interaction and networking among individuals. Bennett and Segerberg (2012) argue that the difference between both
logics is that collective action is governed by strict organizational control, stronger
afﬁliation, as well as collective identity. Conventional social movements are led by
key actors and have organized goals (Leong et al. 2018; Li et al. 2020). On the other
hand, the logic of connective action is a consequence of digital technologies,
which has allowed for the emergence of virtually-networked societies. These
networks are connected together by weak ties and are self-organized (Bennett and
Segerberg 2012). In connective action, individuals act according to their own
personal views and express themselves through memes, hashtags, and customize
their own online proﬁles to reﬂect their stances (Bennett and Segerberg 2012; Li
et al. 2020). Even though ofﬂine assembly in the form of meetings still exists, both
individuals and organizations are increasingly using virtual platforms to connect,
plan activities, and express their opinions.
Connective action is a framework that accounts for the various forms of public
engagement in the digital age. In connective action, networks allow individuals to
express their personal opinions and access the views of others via the messages
they disseminate and in turn discuss their own perspectives on these messages
(Benkler 2006; Bennett and Segerberg 2012). Connective action builds information
from messages disseminated publicly by individuals, which increases visibility,
helping more people to protest and mobilize (Shumate and Lipp 2008). Consequently, this technology-enabled networking is crucial for connective action to
take place (Bennett and Segerberg 2012). More recently, several authors have
argued that digital technologies are a double-edged weapon when it comes to
public mobilization (Servaes and Hoyng 2017; Tufekci 2019). These authors argue
that the logic of connective action lacks sustainability, which in turn threatens the
possibility for change to actually happen.
Given the aforementioned, this study focuses on how affordances of TikTok
facilitated the connective action, which scholars have argued about its success in
mobilizing individuals on activism and social movements (Bennett and Segerberg
2012; Nekmat et al. 2015). Bennett and Segerberg (2012) identify connective-
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collective activities into four major categories: (1) commenting, (2) relaying information, (3) uploading materials, and (4) afﬁliating (i.e., “following” and
“liking”). In this paper, we explore social media activism among youth and how
mobilization is encouraged by TikTok, a medium that facilitates the expression of
ideas about a contentious, political issue, and enables a wide audience to view and
interact with content via its affordances.
Veil et al. (2015) argue that online publics are active members who share
information and consume content. In this notion, the literature suggests that
publics co-create meaning during online social movements using hashtags that
connect them over particular issues. Frames can emerge in this process as a result
of the messages disseminated among these publics (Himelboim et al. 2014; Smith
2010; Xiong et al. 2019). Several researchers have previously examined frames in
hashtags across various issues (e.g., Himelboim et al. 2014; Smith 2010). However,
Xiong et al. (2019) argue that most social media frames studies use a comparative
approach across various players (i.e., organizations and news media) (e.g., van der
Meer and Verhoeven 2014) with a scarcity in research on frames which emerge
when publics share common meaning and hashtags to resist, mobilize, and achieve certain goals. Xiong et al. (2019) incorporated six message frames of activism:
direct or indirect relation to movement, reference to victims, related issues, action
oriented, activist roles, and event speciﬁc. Building on this previous work, our
study begins with the following research question:
RQ 1: What were the most prominent message frames that emerged in the TikTok
Intifada videos during the Sheikh Jarrah incident?

1.3 Social Media Affordances
“An affordance is a relationship between the properties of an object and the capabilities of the agent that determines just how the object could possibly be used”
(Norman 1988, p. 11). These affordances are embedded in social media and provide
users with a range of features through design and structural elements that permit
various actions (Hautea et al. 2021; Treem and Leonardi 2012). Affordances not only
facilitate the interplay between the structure and agency outside of physical
spaces, but also impact how people interact on the digital structure itself (Bosetta
2018; Papacharissi 2009).
Previous research has explored social media affordances in relation to political communication and hate speech (Bosetta 2018; Kargar and Rauchﬂeisch 2019;
Pearce 2015). For instance, Kargar and Rauchﬂeisch (2019) explored how Instagram affordances are used by repressive political systems to reach speciﬁc
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objectives and how online harassment was used to suppress free speech on the
platform. The authors concluded that social media affords various methods of
repressing in ways which were not possible before the digital era. Similarly, Pearce
(2015) concluded that social media is an inexpensive, easy tool for authoritarian
regimes to indirectly harass opposition, allowing more control for those regimes.
According to Bosetta (2018), “the digital architecture’s heuristic drills into how
a platform’s speciﬁc design features affect particular communication practices”
(p. 474). He outlines four different components in a digital platform that impact
political communication; (1) network structure, which allows users to identify and
connect with one another, hence build communities (2) functionality, pertaining to
how content is disseminated and how it spreads on the platform (3) algorithmic
ﬁltering, includes how the developers of these platforms place prioritize the
arrangement of online content, and (4) dataﬁcation, which includes monetization
of data and resource allocation for online campaigns.
Another body of literature has also focused on how affordances facilitate selfexpression, social media activism and online mobilization (Hautea et al. 2021;
Literat and Vilenchik 2019; Thorson et al. 2016; Xiong et al. 2019). According to
Papacharissi (2015), the focus on how online engagement translates into ofﬂine
activism needs to be complemented with research on the affective processes that
catalyze social media activism and collective action. Online publics become “affective” on social media when they are exposed to high, real-time news on various
platforms amid a problematic incident (Lünenborg 2019). Papacharissi (2015) has
also deﬁned affective publics as “networked publics that are mobilized and connected, identiﬁed, and potentially disconnected through expressions of sentiment”
(p. 5). These publics express solidarity either by sharing online content or organizing ofﬂine action. In the context of an online social movement, Hautea et al.
(2021) discuss how the formation of affective publics is made possible through the
affective activities facilitated by social media platforms, enabling interactivity and
participation. In their study, they also conclude that visibility, association, and
editability affordances on TikTok were the highest in facilitating this process on
social media. Similarly, Evans et al. (2017) argue that features such as anonymity,
persistence, and visibility facilitate communication on online platforms. Sharing
functions of social media also diffuse information in a network, reaching individuals who were not seeking this information (Chon and Park 2020).
Among the main affordances facilitating grassroot movements is the hashtag
(#), as it enables collective political expression by easing visibility, coordination,
and connection on existing topics (Literat and Vilenchik 2019; Thorson et al. 2016).
The spontaneity through which hashtags emerge, become viral, and connect users
of multiple orientations is a key component for its success in advocating for change
(Segerberg and Bennett 2011). Another affordance is editability which means that

294

L. Abbas et al.

individuals can take their time in producing and reproducing their communication
messages before publishing it to others (Walther 1993). In this sense, editability
allows for ‘rehearsability’, where users craft messages carefully and are able to
review their content before posting. In addition, the association affordance is of
particular importance to collective actions since it enables connection to other
people and content (Treem and Leonardi 2012). Association refers to the ability to
combine old and new content relevant to the topic in discussion. Hautea et al.
(2021) concluded that TikTok’s duet and stitch functions allow users to combine
already existing video or audio and craft new content, such as lip-syncing and
dancing challenges.
Guinaudeau et al. (2021) outline three speciﬁc affordances that make TikTok
distinct from other social media platforms as follows: (1) televisual medium, (2)
algorithmic recommendation, providing users with highly personalized and relevant content, and (3) mobile-only interface, fully immersing the user with their
smartphone’s camera. The authors compare TikTok videos with political Youtubers and conclude that TikTok video views are more viral and have higher
viewership, irrespective of the number of followers that the TikTok account has
(Guinaudeau et al. 2021). Their ﬁndings therefore point to how the TikTok incentivizes its users by encouraging them to create videos that will go viral to
stranger audiences.
Literat and Vilenchik (2019), argue that online political expression is speciﬁc
to the context of each platform, which enables different forms of expression
through what its affordances allow. Accordingly, unpacking social media through
analyzing its affordances becomes imperative, because these design elements
shape how users interact with the platform and engage in political action (Bimber
et al. 2020; Maia and Rezende 2016). In light of the above, playing politics is
possible through what contemporary media affords, whether GIFs, lip-synced
videos, or parodies (Vijay and Gekker 2021). This triangulation of media, technology, and play has provided citizens with both the space and the tools to become
proactive participants immersed in issues of public concern (Glas et al. 2019).
Building on the current literature by Treem and Leonardi (2012), who explored
social media affordances, and based on the work of Hautea et al. (2021), who
identiﬁed the three TikTok affordances of visibility, editability, and association
used, we propose the following research questions:
RQ 2: To what extent were the affordances of visibility, editability, and association,
featured in TikTok Intifada videos?
RQ 3: How were the affordances on TikTok used to express solidarity with Palestinians during the Sheikh Jarrah incident?
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1.4 Context: The Sheikh Jarrah Incident
Palestinian families were forced by the Israeli military to leave their homes in
the Sheikh Jarrah district in April 2021. This enforced eviction continued for a
couple of months as more Palestinians evacuated their properties (Vanessa 2021).
In response, protesters in Sheikh Jarrah clashed with police and far-right Israeli
groups.
Social media posts exploded on various platforms, such as Facebook, Twitter,
Youtube, Instagram, and TikTok, reflecting what was happening in the Sheikh
Jarrah area. As a result, hashtags, such as #SaveSheikhJarrah and #FreePalestine
went viral (2021, June 6. #SheikhJarrah still a hot topic on social media as struggle
continues. TRT World. https://www.trtworld.com/middle-east/sheikhjarrah-stilla-hot-topic-on-social-media-as-struggle-continues-47289 (accessed 20 November
2021).). Later, some hashtags, such as #AlAqsaMosque were systematically
blocked and were claimed to have caused problems on Instagram (Mac 2021).
Biddle (2021) also discusses how recently developed policies by Facebook included
limiting a pro-Palestinian narrative.
However, according to Jackson (2021), when the word “Palestine” is typed on
TikTok’s search, pro-Palestinian tags, such as “freepalestine” appear. Palestine videos
on TikTok have over seven billion views and the “freepalestine” hashtag has over four
billion. The content is a combination of protests, call to action, and challenge videos in
support of Palestinians (Jackson 2021). The latter created an awareness not only about
the Sheikh Jarrah incident, but about the decades-long Palestinian conﬂict.
Located in Jerusalem’s old city, Sheikh Jarrah is a neighborhood where 28
Palestinians have lived ever since they lost their homes back in 1948 (Zaineldine
2021). The United Nations Relief and Works Agency (UNRWA) along with Jordan
signed an agreement in 1956, guaranteeing those families a home in Sheikh Jarrah.
However, these families were prohibited ownership to the land in 1967 after a war
ending with Israelis occupying East Jerusalem (Adams 2021; Zaineldine 2021). The
Sheikh Jarrah incident is therefore not new. For more than half a century, peacemakers have failed to reach a peaceful and mutually acceptable resolution to the
Israeli-Palestinian conﬂict (Caplan 2020). Uprisings against the occupation of the
West Bank and Gaza Strip were known as the Intifada. The conﬂict is still unresolved even though there were discussions over a two-state solution. Today, “a
young generation of Palestinians who had lived their whole lives under occupation
stepped forward to take control of the Intifada” (Caplan 2020, p. 249). However,
Palestinian youth have changed their strategy of resistance to online and ofﬂine
means. Despite the cost of conﬂict and the tremendous struggles, young Palestinians are using technological advancements and the power of online activism to
voice their struggles (Dwonch 2021).
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The emergence of the young TikTok platform and its playful nature attracted
youth from around the globe to engage with the Sheikh Jarrah incident. For
instance, a 23-year-old online activist, poet and writer, Mohamed El-Kurd, presented his family’s eviction from the Sheikh Jarrah neighborhood and gained
online solidarity on a global scale (Ward 2021). Other viral content included a video
shared by a Palestinian family of an Israeli settler saying “If I don’t steal your home
someone else will” (AJ+ 2021). A TikTok challenge also started as a result of a
female Israeli soldier dancing to the song named “Jalebi” by Jason Derulo and
moving her hands towards stickers that pointed to what she liked the most,
including the Israeli ﬂag (Jackson 2021). This video backﬁred and people adopted
its song and format, but used different stickers to include the Palestinian ﬂag. The
intensiﬁed sharing of these videos and challenges took part in the virality of the
hashtags on TikTok.
In sum, TikTok was widely available during the Sheikh Jarrah dispute,
allowing for a free Palestinian narrative to be shared without barriers. This study
focuses primarily on the message frames that emerged on this platform at this time.
It is also concerned with how TikTok design elements have allowed audiences to
engage, create content, and stand in solidarity with the Palestinians through
hashtags of the conflict in Sheikh Jarrah.

2 Method
2.1 Data Collection and Sampling
A content analysis was used to systematically analyze TikTok videos on the Palestinian Intifada. Based on Literat and Vilenchik (2019) and Jackson and FoucaultWelles (2015), we relied on the hashtag as a methodological tool for data selection –
which is commonly used in online research. According to Literat and Vilenchik (2019),
TikTok does not enable ﬁltration or sorting of videos; therefore, analyzing the entire
hashtag is a meticulous way to ensure that “full inclusion” is achieved (p. 4). We ﬁrst
started by identifying the top TikTok hashtags related to the Sheikh Jarrah incident
(#SavePalestine, #PrayforPalestine, #GazaUnderAttack, #SaveSheikhJarrah, #PrayforPalestine, #Palestine) (Literat and Vilenchik 2019). Taking the number of views into
consideration as evidence, we selected the three most viral hashtags: #SavePalestine
(1.5 billion), #FreePalestine (8.5 billion), and #SaveSheikhJarrah (907.9 million). From
the three most viral hashtags, the “top”, most viral videos were chosen. This feature is
provided by TikTok, allowing users to directly access the most viewed collection of
videos related to a speciﬁc keyword or hashtag.
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The videos were chosen following a purposive non-random sampling method,
allowing researchers to select videos fitting within a specific set of criteria for the
objective of the study (Wimmer and Dominick 2011). We selected videos that
included the following: (1) date between 1st of May to 15th of June, the leading
duration in the Sheikh Jarrah incident, (2) language is either English or Arabic to
ensure accuracy and ease in analysis, (3) video had at least 557,000 views because
according to Statista (2021b), this is the average number of views of a viral TikTok
video.
The extraction of videos was done chronologically, according to what
appeared first on TikTok’s discovery page. One coder extracted a total of 203
videos, which included 92 videos in Arabic and 111 videos in English. Before the
coding process, the researchers agreed on specific operational definitions for each

Table a: Operational deﬁnitions of message frames based on Xiong et al. ().
Frame

Operational definition

Please note that the unit of analysis (video) can belong to one or more of the frames below
Direct political content
Video includes one or more of the following: protests and marches, live
coverage of news, Israeli attacks, victims of the war or the conﬂict,
Palestinian activists’ resistance, presenting factual information about
Palestine and Israel.
Call to action
Video includes a call to action through direct text or speech in one or
more of the following forms: boycotting brands, boycotting celebrities,
call to joining a protest.
Reference to victims
Video features one or more of the following: children, women, youth,
and other Palestinians affected by the conﬂict and war in Palestine.
Mentioning the role of
Video includes any activist or inﬂuencer doing one or more of the
activists
following activities: challenging others to speak up, raising awareness
about the conﬂict, or presenting an anti-Palestinian narrative or view.

Table b: Operational deﬁnitions of affordances based on Hautea et al. ().
Affordance
Visibility

Operational definition

Features that make content easily perceivable locatable by other users
(i.e., hashtags, shares, comments, likes). Videos include multiple hashtags other
than the ones we are originally analyzing. For instance: #GazaUnderAttack, #Boost,
#Share.. etc.
Editability Features that allow content to be repeatedly created and modiﬁed before being
shared with others (i.e., music, icons, text in video, text in caption)
Association The content follows a pattern that is easily recognizable and developed, allowing for
‘joint content creation’ on the same topic. Shared soundtracks and premade video
templates circulating through duet and stitch functions.
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frame and affordance as shown in Tables 1a and 1b in order to ensure that a ﬁxed,
uniﬁed deﬁnition for each item exists.

2.2 The Coding Process
All 203 videos were coded, where the unit of analysis was a single TikTok video. To
explore the most prominent message frames present in the videos, we were guided
by the frames concluded by Xiong et al. (2019). To analyze how the TikTok design
features (i.e., affordances) were deployed in the context of the online Intifada and
explain how this deployment facilitated social media activism in the Sheikh Jarrah
dispute, we borrowed from Hautea et al. (2021). Speciﬁcally, the coding was based
on the following ﬁve frames and six affordances variables:
Frames: Frame (1) was selected as yes if the TikTok video features direct political content, such as protests, live coverage of news, or factual information about
Palestine and/or Israel. Frame (2) was selected as yes if the TikTok video features a
direct call to action through text or speech. Frame (3) was selected as yes if the
TikTok video was accompanied with other extra hashtags (given that these
hashtags have to be different than the ones which we were already coding). Frame
(4) was selected as yes when explicit reference is made to the victims, such as
children or females and how they are affected. Frame (5) was selected as yes if the
video features an activist doing one of the following activities, challenging others
to carry out advocative behaviors, raising awareness on the issue by spreading
information, or opposing the movement.
Affordances: (1) Hashtags were selected if the video included more than one
hashtag. (2) Text in caption was selected if the video included text in its caption. (3)
Text in video was selected if the video included text inserted inside the video itself.
(4) Music was selected if the video included a soundtrack (whether an original
soundtrack or mashup). (5) Icons was selected if the video included either emojis,
stickers, or ﬁlter effects inserted. (6) ‘Duet’ was selected if the video included two or
more individuals simultaneously in the same video but not physically together,
‘Stitch’ was selected if the video included a soundtrack or premade video template,
and ‘None’ was selected if the video included neither a duet nor a stitch.

2.3 Intercoder Reliability
One of the researchers completed the coding of the 203 videos. To assess intercoder
reliability, a second researcher randomly coded a selected subset of 10 percent of
the entire sample (21 videos). For all the affordance’s variables and frames, the rate
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of agreement by chance was acceptable using Scott’s Pi (see Scott 1955). Speciﬁcally,
for music, the rate of agreement was 0.82. For text in caption, the agreement was 1. For
the text in video, the agreement was 1. For the icons, the agreement was 0.76. For the
hashtag, the agreement was 1. For the duet/stitch the agreement was 0.79. For Frame
one, the agreement was 0.73. For Frame two, the agreement was 0.80. For Frame
three, the agreement was 0.85. Finally, for Frame four, the agreement was 0.80.
Once the coding was finalized, we used SPSS to calculate frequencies, which
served as a starting point to understand which of the TikTok platform features were
mostly used and what were the most prominent frames in our sample. We then
conducted a second and final stage of analysis through several rounds of individual interpretation and group discussions to understand how creators of the
videos expressed solidarity, affect, or discontent.

3 Results
This study aimed at explaining how young TikTok users used the platform’s
affordances to spread pro-Palestinian content around three hashtags (#SavePalestine, #SaveSheikhJarrah, #FreePalestine). Research question one asked about
the most prominent message frames that emerged in the TikTok Intifada videos
during the Sheikh Jarrah incident. Guided by the literature (Xiong et al. 2019), we
noted that the content on TikTok included either direct or indirect political content.
However, the frames examined were intertwined in the sense that the TikTok
videos could belong to one or more frames. The ﬁve frames as shown in Table 2, are
explained below. They are organized from the most prominent to least prominent.
Direct political content. This frame included videos featuring international proPalestinian protests and street marches, live coverage of news, and presenting
factual information about Palestine and Israel. Direct political content was evident
in 135 videos, which is 66.5% of our sample. Among the most common content in

Table : Message frames present in TikTok Intifada videos (n = ).
Frame
Direct political content
Calls to action
Mentioning the role of activists
Reference to victims
Challenges and other artistic expressions

Frequency

% of total videos







.%
.%
.%
.%
.%
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this frame were videos calling for action and raising awareness across the global
community through street marches in Washington, London, Sydney, Chicago, and
other cities as shown in Figure 1. The content also featured young activists desecrating the Israeli ﬂag amid the protests. This frame also included live coverage of
news from the Sheikh Jarrah neighborhood with captions, such as “Breaking
News”. One video depicted a Palestinian family ﬁlming an Israeli soldier forcing
them out of their apartment. The audio in this video was a family member’s original
voice reporting what was happening live. This powerful, instant conveying of
messages with no intermediaries is a credible way to deliver real, unedited footage.
Call to action. This frame included content that calls to action through direct text or
speech. Our sample included 120 videos of people calling to action, which represents

Figure 1: An example of international protests and marches shown in different countries in
solidarity with Palestine in TikTok Intifada videos.
These videos indicate that the platform has been used to record live footage of protests and
marches in support of the Sheikh Jarrah dispute. The videos included an extensive use of the
Palestinian flag and red hearts as symbols of expressing affect and solidarity towards the cause
as well as soundtracks, such as “Stand up” or “My blood is Palestinians”. The editing options on
the platform helped deliver the message in a visually aesthetically pleasing manner.
Source hanbvby, TikTok: @hanbvby. May 12, 2021.
https://www.tiktok.com/@hanbvby/video/6961457110030896390?is_from_webapp=1&
sender_device=pc&web_id7024592657709434374
Source Fatima, TikTok: @fitsbyfatima. May 13, 2021.
https://www.tiktok.com/@ﬁtsbyfatima/video/6961599839666785542?is_from_webapp=1&
sender_device=pc&web_id7024592657709434374
Source MustafaAJ, TikTok: @mustafa_aj. May 12, 2021.
https://www.tiktok.com/@mustafa_aj/video/6961228707918875909?is_from_webapp=1&
sender_device=pc&web_id7024592657709434374
Source Yaman, TikTok: @yamanzdh. May 19, 2021.
https://www.tiktok.com/@yamanzdh/video/6963860668390853894?is_from_webapp=1&
sender_device=pc&web_id7024592657709434374
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59.1% of the sample. This ﬁnding indicates that people used TikTok to mobilize
others towards taking collective action. This has been witnessed in videos
advocating for boycotting brands that support Israel, labeling pro/antiPalestinian celebrities, and encouraging others to support Palestine by
sharing online content. Call to action videos included captions such as “Boycott
this brand”, deploying red cross emojis beside the Israeli ﬂag to spread the
message of staying away from certain products. Placing celebrity afﬁliation has
been evident through the use of pictures and ﬂag emojis. Encouraging others
included motivational captions, such as “Share the truth”.
Mentioning the role of activists. This frame featured any activist or TikTok
inﬂuencer doing one or more of the following activities, challenging others to
speak up, raising awareness about the conﬂict, or presenting an anti-Palestinian
narrative or view. We found 98 videos in this frame, accounting for 48.2% of our
sample. Common videos in this frame included Palestinian and international activists, such as Omaya Zein (1.8 M followers), a Palestinian inﬂuencer who lives
abroad. She starts a video by saying “Let’s talk about what’s happening in
Palestine” and then presents information of the timeline and historical facts by
writing her full audio script as text on the video.
Reference to victims. This frame included reference to victims, featuring children, women, youth, and other Palestinians affected by the conﬂict. This content
was captured in 56 videos, which is 27.5% of the sample. According to these
ﬁndings, the average number of views per video in this frame was four million.
Common videos in this frame included child and activist victims presented in a
back-to-back collage with sentimental Palestinian songs, such as ‘Bring Back Our
Childhood’ or ‘Hey World, My Land is Destructed’.
Challenges and other artistic expressions. Videos in this frame were considered
as indirect political content. Forty-three challenge and artistic expressions were
found in our sample, which is 21.1% of the sample. Common content in this frame
included, dance challenges, lip-syncing songs, makeup and art drawings, and
cooking videos. This content is consistent with the platform’s nature. The most
frequent was the “Jalebi” challenge (14 out of 43 videos), using a song by Tesher,
the Canadian-Punjabi star. In this challenge, users embedded the Jalebi audio and
a premade video template. The screen was divided into two parts, one with the
Palestinian ﬂag and the other with the Israeli ﬂag, as shown in Figure 2. TikTokers
would then perform a commonly shared dance and move towards either of the
parts according to the side they favor.
Research question two asked about the extent to which TikTok affordances
were used in the context of the Sheikh Jarrah dispute. To answer this question, we
obtained simple frequencies for each feature in the three affordances: visibility,
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Figure 2: Examples of the Jalebi Challenge noted in TikTok Intifada videos.
The challenge has a premade video and audio template. The screen is divided into two parts, one
with the Palestinian flag and the other with the Israeli flag. TikTokers would then perform a
commonly shared dance and move towards either of the parts according to the side they favor.
The ability of users to recognize this consistent “template” is what causes association between
the frame, in this case the Palestinian online Intifada and a certain memetic frame, namely the
Jalebi challenge.
Source Nova, TikTok: @novariana0. May 12, 2021.
https://www.tiktok.com/@novariana0/video/6961268274168450305?is_from_webapp=1&
sender_device=pc&web_id7024592657709434374
Source Daud Kim, TikTok: @jaehan9192. May 14, 2021.
https://www.tiktok.com/@jaehan9192/video/6962244307290033410?is_from_webapp=1&
sender_device=pc&web_id7024592657709434374
Source Akie Jack, TikTok: @akiejack. May 12, 2021.
https://www.tiktok.com/@akiejack/video/6961330861497224450?is_from_webapp=1&
sender_device=pc&web_id7024592657709434374
Source Moe Zein, TikTok: @moezeindtb. May 16, 2021.
https://www.tiktok.com/@moezeindtb/video/6962951854779124993?is_from_webapp=1&
sender_device=pc&web_id7024592657709434374

editability, and association as shown in Tables 3–5 respectively. The tables
indicate the frequency by which each feature was used, organized from most to
least used.
Table : Average number per hashtag of the following visibility affordances (shares, likes,
comments, and views) indicating the virality of the content in TikTok Intifada videos (n = ).
Hashtag

Shares

Likes

Comments

Views

#SaveSheikhJarrah
#SavePalestine
#FreePalestine
Average
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One hundred ninty eight out of  videos in the sample used multiple hashtags.
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Table : Frequency by which editability affordances (music, text in caption, text in video, and icon)
were used in TikTok Intifada videos (n = ).
Affordance

Variables

Editability

Music
Text in caption
Text in video
Icon

Frequency





Table : Frequency by which association features (stitch and duet) were used in TikTok Intifada
videos (n = ).
Affordance

Variables

Association

Stitch
None
Duet

Frequency




The most prominently observed feature across the full data corpus was the use of
multiple hashtags to enhance visibility. In terms of editability features, the most
prominently used was music followed by text in caption. The stitch function was the
most prominently used in the association affordance, including the repetitive use of
frame-related songs. Finally, during the analysis, a fourth affordance was revealed,
namely persistence – which we believe has contributed to the spread and permanency
of the content in this activism phenomenon. Persistence affordance allows for each
hashtag to gain more views over time; hence, allowing more audience to view the
content even after the original poster of the video has logged out of the platform.
Research question three asked about how those affordances were used to
express solidarity with the Palestinian people during the Sheikh Jarrah incident.
The following details how each affordance was used and what this meant in the
context of the dispute.
Visibility: This affordance was deployed to maximize virality and attention to
content on the Sheikh Jarrah incident. Features in this affordance included sharing,
liking, commenting on the videos as well as the use of multiple hashtags. A total of 198
videos in our sample used hashtags to promote content, accounting for 97.5% of our
sample. See Table 3 for the virality of the videos as reﬂected in the number of views.
This virality is a result of features that pave the way for content visibility. In this regard,
the most shared hashtag was #SaveSheikhJarrah. This ﬁnding is consistent with
current literature regarding the hashtag “Sheikh Jarrah”, which was reported to have
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started the movement – as it gained momentum not only in Palestine, but globally
(Sheikh and Zainah 2021). We were also able to classify hashtag names into several
categories as follows: event-speciﬁc hashtags (i.e., #GazaUnderAttack, #PalestinianLivesMatter), platform-speciﬁc hashtags (i.e., #ForYouPage, #FYP,
#PalestineTikTok, #TikTokarab), call to action hashtags (#SavePalestine, #SaveSheikhJarrah), reference to activists’ hashtags (i.e., #MiriamAﬁﬁ, #MoeZein), and
solidarity hashtags (#WeStandwithPalestine) (Xiong et al. 2019).
Editability: This affordance includes editing features through the following
options: text in video, text in caption, inserting soundtracks, icons (i.e., emojis,
stickers, and special effects). Music was found in 161 of videos analyzed, allowing
users to enrich their content with a feature that facilitates emotional response.
TikTok editing options were used to overcome language barriers through in-text
translations in multiple languages, allowing for consumption of content across a
wider range of users. The latter was achieved through the use of text in caption
(n = 159) and text in video (n = 132) features, as indicated in Table 4. Our data corpus
also revealed extensive use of emojis, mostly ﬂags of Palestine and Israel and other
special effects (n = 111). This feature was a trendy and easy method to visually
express affection and support the Palestinians.
Association: This affordance includes duet and stitch functions, as shown in
Table 5. These features allow users to participate in challenges, whereby they reuse
soundtracks, pre-made video templates, and icons. Duet and stitch features allowed
users to embed songs in their original format or use editing features to insert the audio
and sing their own lyrics as shown in Figure 3. A total of 133 videos featured duets and
stitches promoting parody or mimicking, which appeals to a young segment of users.
Persistence: As users logout of the platform, their content persists on the medium,
giving no space for time or geographical boundaries to hinder visibility or virality of
content. This has been explained earlier as a feature of mobile applications, in which
content persists, independent of the poster. The latter has been referred to as
“recordability” (Hancock et al. 2007) or “permanence” (Whittaker 2003). Consistent
with this literature, TikTok affords its users the ability to review posts with no limitations of time, space, or the availability of the original poster. As shown in Table 6, the
average number of views on the hashtags increased over time, indicating that as
content persists on the platform, more people were able to access it.

4 Discussion
Focusing on the online Palestinian Intifada in a virtual context, this study examined TikTok as a novel medium to extend the literature on online activism and add
to the emergent body of knowledge about playful political participation among
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Figure 3: An example of deploying duet functions to express solidarity with Palestinians in
TikTok Intifada videos.
Source Cormac | ﻛﻮﺭﻣﺎﻙ, TikTok: @ah_cormac. May 11, 2021.
https://www.tiktok.com/@ah_cormac/video/6960966353561963781?is_from_webapp=1&
sender_device=pc&web_id7024592657709434374
Table : The average number of views on the hashtags (#SavePalestine, #FreePalestine, #SaveSheikhJarrah) over time in TikTok Intifada videos (n = ).
Date
st – th May
th – th May
st – th May
Total number of views

Average number of views
,,
,,
,,
,,

youth. TikTok Intifada was an online movement that called for support of Palestine
through event-specific hashtags. We analyzed the most three viral hashtags:
#SaveSheikhJarrah (907.9 million views), #SavePalestine (1.5 billion views), and
#FreePalestine (8.5 billion views) reflecting the ongoing Israeli-Palestinian conflict
that took place in Sheikh Jarrah in 2021. We explored the most prominent messages
frames in the movement to understand how TikTok affordances were used by
platform users to mobilize the public towards a pro-Palestinian narrative. Overall,
our findings indicate that the messages frames that emerged during the Sheikh
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Jarrah incident were not mutually exclusive. On the contrary, the videos belonged
to multiple messages frames simultaneously. This can be explained by the nature
of the platform, whereby direct political content can still be present in a challengebased TikTok video.
The frame analysis showed that while frequencies between messages frames
varied, the frames intertwined in the sense that the unit of analysis (a single video)
belonged to one or more frames simultaneously. However, we found that the full
data corpus was divided into two main categories: direct political content and
indirect political content. Direct political content included live coverage of news,
factual information about Palestine and Israel, international protests, and victims
of war, including children, women, youth, and other activists. Indirect political
content emerged during the analysis in the form of challenges and other artistic
expressions. In our initial analysis we drew from the results of Xiong et al. (2019),
who studied activism on Twitter. Therefore, the emergence of the challenges frame
could potentially be explained by the platform differences. TikTok bases its design
elements on the creation of micro-videos, thus providing users with platformspeciﬁc affordances that facilitate playful production of content (Vijay and Gekker
2021).
In accordance with the logic of connective-collective action, a global audience
who are self-organized on TikTok, used the technologies and features afforded by
the platform to interact and became networked over the Sheikh Jarrah incident.
The findings here revealed that while the hashtags became viral, movements and
street marches took place in different parts of the world. Our findings also
demonstrated how digitally literate youths deployed TikTok affordances to produce and circulate messages on the platform. These viral messages are trendy,
easily relatable, and speak to an international audience, who no longer seek
traditional media for news. Consistent with Papacharissi (2015) and Lünenborg
(2019), when audiences are extensively exposed to real-time and authentic news
coverage, they become emotionally connected with a cause. The widely disseminated TikTok videos expressed solidarity in many forms. They aimed to raise
awareness and call to action through international protests and infotainment, or
event-speciﬁc trendy challenges.
Today, TikTok is starting to accommodate political conversations (Vijay and
Gekker 2021). Our ﬁndings showed that the ﬁrst most prominent frame was direct
political content. More than half of our sample approached the issue with a political lens that is directly and bluntly hard, serious content, therefore suggesting
that the nature of the platform has shifted to accommodate political content. In
these videos, TikTokers relied extensively on historical narrative and ﬂag representation in protests or as an emoji option to project nationalism, solidarity, and
discontent. This international sense of empathy likely increased awareness among
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the global community, advocating for a pro-Palestinian narrative through a
bottom-up approach, where social listening and dialogue were apparent both
online and ofﬂine.
The second most prominent frame was the reference to victims, whereby
children were featured in a standard format, usually scared, beaten and severely
injured or terribly in shock. We suggest that this use and integration of TikTok’s
features in victim videos could potentially trigger emotional response and evoke
powerful messages that causes audiences to connect and respond as affective
publics. This finding is consistent with Berger and Milkman (2013), who afﬁrm that
emotional appeals in content maximizes engagement and virality.
Our data has further shown that influencers used the platform by taking
advantage of their huge fan base to mobilize the public towards supporting Palestinians. Their power was evident on TikTok even in cases where the individual
was not originally a politician or someone who normally posts political content.
Influencers adapted hard political content and converged it into artistic expressions, hence making the content acceptable and relatable by the young generation
on TikTok. This playful crafting of these videos is a novel phenomenon in the
online activism paradigm. Case in point, the most viral video in our sample was
Moe Zein, a Lebanese singer who replies to an Israeli soldier singing “I’m gonna
stand up, take my people with me”. He replies in a stitch by saying “Oh yes please
stand up, take your people with you, leave the children happy away from all tragedies”. The latter is an evident use of stitch functions that allowed Zein to combine a
premade video and insert his own voice and lyrics to show opposition and
discontent in a trendy and digital format.
Further, our analysis showed that other than the three main hashtags
(#SaveSheikhJarrah, #SavePalestine, #FreePalestine), 97.5 percent of the TikTok
videos employed other hashtags (e.g., #GazaUnderAttack, #TikTokArab, #FYP) in
order to spread content. This extends previous literature concluding that among
the main affordances facilitating grassroot movements is the hashtag, as it enables
collective political expression by easing visibility, coordination, and connection
on existing topics (Hautea et al. 2021; Treem and Leonardi 2012; Xiong et al. 2019).
This ﬁnding is also consistent with TikTok’s business team, who argued that
hashtags were originally created as a tool for people to ﬁnd common interests
about a topic (TikTok for Business 2021). Our work thus serves as a starting point to
understand the platform-speciﬁc hashtags (i.e., #ForYouPage, #FYP, #PalestineTikTok, #TikTokArab), which facilitates viewership by pushing content on the
landing page. On TikTok, users have the option to create their own hashtag, select
popular existing tags or add platform-speciﬁc tags to ensure virality and control
algorithm on the default page. Therefore, #FYP users on the Sheikh Jarrah incident
were trying to push the pro-Palestinian content to ensure global visibility,
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revealing a direct way to raise awareness on the topic and promote parody or
imitation to appeal to a larger audience.
Moreover, the findings here showed how TikTok platform affordances helped
the users to mobilize towards the Sheikh Jarrah dispute. The Jalebi challenge
(Figure 2) is an example of the latter. Consistent with the ﬁndings of Hautea and
colleagues (2021), Zulli and Zulli (2020), and Treem and Leonardi (2012), the Jalebi
challenge indicates that TikTok association features encourage “joint content
creation” through stitches Hautea et al. (2021, p. 6), an affordance that is beyond
mere social communication on networking sites. Though seemingly TikTok challenges are not directly political, they are youthful political expressions and a
playful way to express political resistance.
Our content analysis further demonstrated that the producers of these videos,
whether hard political news or popular challenges were youth inspired by the idea
of self-representation and freedom of expression. This suggests that the young
generation is aware of their potential to mobilize others towards a cause. The
frequencies by which TikTok affordances were used indicate that in order to reach
a massive audience, TikTokers needed to linguistically adapt political content and
hard news to fit an agile, dynamic and creative platform, hence innovative users.
Emojis are a coping strategy by which a TikToker implicitly and explicitly takes
sides and expresses emotions. The authenticity and dynamism of TikTok editing
and distribution mechanisms turned its young audience into active video producers on contentious, controversial topics, such as the Sheikh Jarrah incident.
Therefore, the platform is no longer simply about dances or trendy challenges, but
is beginning to find capacity and space for the production and consumption of
political content.
Overall, our study extends the literature on connective-action and provides an
understanding of how individuals create and disseminate online messages, which
reflect their own views and engage to advocate for change in an online context. It
also lays a foundation for how newly introduced social media design elements
facilitate a bottom-up approach for initiating social and political movements in a
playful manner. The existence of these elements have allowed individuals to
become a socially-networked community over speciﬁc hashtags. The latter is
imperative in understanding what youth experience in a virtual context and what
motivates their self-expression and mobilization. This study also takes lead into
exploring a contentious topic on the trending platform TikTok, which enriches our
understanding of the factors shaping their online experience on the application.
This research, therefore, represents a starting point to expand the knowledge
beyond the patterns of activism that have been studied earlier and to deeply
explore how innovativeness facilitates playful politics and empowers youth to act
towards a cause, independent of any linguistic or geographical boundaries.
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TikTok, as our medium of analysis and as a platform primarily for entertainment,
revealed that easily spreadable micro-videos are a force to create momentum towards a political and humanitarian cause as the case with the Intifada, shaping
opinions around social and political issues.

5 Limitations and Future Research
This study is local and specific to its context. The work explored youth activism in
the context of the Palestinian conflict on hashtags that promote a pro-Palestinian
narrative; thereby making the findings only relevant in a similar political event.
Future research arenas should consider analyzing TikTok online activism on topics
of different nature. The researchers are also only fluent in English and Arabic and
therefore had to exclude videos of other languages, which might have included
additional information relevant to the study at hand. Cross-cultural comparisons
between micro-videos of different languages to understand how socio-cultural and
political factors influence patterns of consumption on the platform are also recommended. Future studies should additionally examine videos’ comments to
assess affective publics formation and mobilization for the call to action content;
the high number of shares and likes of the videos analyzed here may have acted as
collaterals to our argument. In addition, further research should look into some
qualitative background of these TikTokers as they are influencers—and not
necessarily politicians—who get involved in advocacy for the Palestinians and
their narrative. Finally, online activism regarding the Palestinian conflict is worthy
of study; therefore, it is imperative that other social media applications be
analyzed in comparative research to understand the communicative actions of
people on spaces that afford different options.

6 Concluding Remarks
During the TikTok Intifada, connective-action took place among users, who utilized the platform to its full potential in an attempt to stand in solidarity with the
Palestinians and advocate for a pro-Palestinian narrative. This was facilitated by
platform affordances, such as visibility, editability, association, and persistence.
These features have been found to simplify communication through a microcontent production. We generally conclude that micro-videos encourage virality
and creative crafting of direct and indirect political content, making TikTok a space
for political expression, mobilization, and online activism.
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Abstract
Purpose: Due to existing Disney fandom and the increased popularity of online
travel documentation, there is an opportunity to study brand internationalization,
online video culture, and fandom. There are questions of whether video based
social media allows for more humane representations of cultural others and to
what extent the topic of content shapes representation.
Methodology: In this study, an inductive qualitative method is applied to top
YouTube travel videos and TikToks to analyze how non-Chinese visitors to
Shanghai Disneyland represent their experience and mediate cultural difference.
Findings: Videos often exhibit the technologically advanced attractions of the park,
inspiring awe and envy in comments. A minority of videos discuss the behavior of
Chinese guests and mark them as non-normative and different from expected Disney
guest behavior. However, there are differences in representation on YouTube and
TikTok from sub-genres, comments, gazes, and closeness to brand.
Practical implications: Brands entering the Chinese market must also be aware of
how their accommodations appear to loyal non-Chinese online fandoms. This
study shows how reoccurring tropes of travel writing influence online travel media, which also shapes perceptions of China, and is reinforced by platform incentives for controversy and sampling diverse cultures.
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Social implications: Technological awe and critiques of guest behavior are structured by Disney fan culture, which includes a possessive protectiveness over the
brand due to its close association with identity. These elements play out slightly
differently on the platforms of YouTube and TikTok. Top YouTube videos tend to
feature outward-focusing gazes, whether they are disembodied ride-throughs or
cultural “education.” Top TikToks turn the gaze inward and focus on experience.
Value: This study contrasts use of two major platforms, YouTube and TikTok, to
examine mediation of Shanghai Disneyland. Studies contrasting platform use of
the same topic are rare, as is the area of focus. This study shows the usefulness of
comparing platforms on the same topic.
Keywords: Shanghai Disneyland, YouTube, TikTok, China, fandom
Social media sites are popular platforms to catalog travel and preview destinations
(Crowel et al. 2014; He et al. 2021; Kim et al. 2015). On Instagram, accounts like
@oﬂeatherandlace exemplify how travel vlogging can be a lucrative brand for
inﬂuencers (Gulla 2021). Everyday users also turn to social media to document their
own travels and express their ideal selves (Blackwood 2019). However, as western
users post to social media documenting their travels, there is a risk of exotifying
locals and locales, inadvertently reproducing colonial tropes from the travel
writing genre (Smith 2018). An understudied area is how travel vlogging on sites
like YouTube and TikTok enable and/or constrain the representation of cultural
others. There is some promise that online travel videos are a more humanizing
medium and genre when compared to the mainstream news media in representing
others (Motahar et al. 2021).
In this paper YouTube and TikTok travel videos from non-Chinese social media
users are analyzed as they document their travels to Shanghai Disneyland in China.
Using Shanghai Disneyland as a site of study presents unique opportunities when
looking at what YouTube and TikTok enable and constrain. First, there is a small
cottage industry of Instagram profiles, YouTube channels, and viral short videos
centered around Disney parks (Soto-Vásquez 2021). This presents a wider audience
of viewers for content posted on YouTube and TikTok, as well as inviting inevitable
comparisons of the park and guest culture to other Disney parks. Second, extending
the ﬁrst opportunity – Disney parks have been described as an evolving museum of
U.S. American hegemonic values by cultural studies scholars, such as faith in
technology and progress, suburban lifestyles, and a primarily visual culture (King
1981; King and O’Boyle 2011). So, there is also an element of cultural translation and
controversy at play and another question is whether the focus on one narrow topic
affects how cultural others are presented in travel videos.
Nevertheless, the focus of this article remains on doing what Hayles (2004)
calls “media speciﬁc analysis,” to compare how YouTube and TikTok differ as
platforms for the representation of cultural others. To begin the paper, the
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uniqueness of travel as a social media phenomenon is reviewed, with a focus on
travel video genre conventions and platform affordances on YouTube and TikTok
in particular. Here, critiques of contemporary practices in travel media content are
presented as part of the western tourist gaze in relation to genre conventions.
Afterward, Shanghai Disneyland as a site of study is contextualized with a discussion on the dangers of cultural translation with an experience so closely
associated with U.S. cultural hegemony. The analysis focuses on the unique ways
in which travel videos are used to represent Shanghai Disneyland, including travel
vloggers’ depiction of the park as “distinctly Chinese,” their portrayal of local
customs, and the emphasis on technological innovation. Attention is paid though
to how YouTube and TikTok differ as sites of representation.

1 YouTube Travel Vlogs and Short TikToks
1.1 Platform Comparison
From a “media specific analysis” perspective (Hayles 2004), YouTube and TikTok
afford different kinds of representation by the way they are digitally architected
(Nagy and Neff 2015). YouTube is owned by the U.S.-based technology company
Google, and over a billon hours of content is watched on it every day (Goodrow
2017). YouTube deﬁes easy categorization since it functions as a video sharing site
with uploaded videos lasting anywhere from a few seconds to many hours. On
YouTube major companies can share movie trailers, sports highlights, and news
clips alongside user-generated content that may receive a range of views, from
single digits to millions (Burgess and Green 2018). As such, YouTube has enabled
user-generated content that deﬁes common genres—from do-it-yourself (DIY) to
product unboxing videos (Poell et al. 2021). Across its 18 genre categories the
network effects are strong, with a small number of YouTube channels earning the
most views (Bärtl 2018).
TikTok is owned by the China-based company ByteDance and has rapidly
grown in popularity, with some reports showing it was the most accessed site in
2021, surpassing Google (Rosenblatt 2021). TikTok as a platform rewards short,
memetic videos that make it onto users’ for you page – enabling virality. Popular
TikToks function memetically, meaning that the creator creatively reuses macro
materials, in this case soundbites of music and/or narration, and layers an intertextual reference to the macro (Shifman 2014). TikTok has very similar application
features to its Chinese counterpart, Douyin, minus some ﬁlter localization and
different external governance (Kaye et al. 2021). More importantly, as Kaye et al.
(2021) argue, TikTok and Douyin “circumscribe creativity by presenting users with
suggestions for content creation via trending pages and hashtag search ﬁlters”
(p. 246). They argue that circumscribed creativity, while setting parameters for
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what can be made on the platform, also transforms users from content consumers
to creators quickly. As memetic audio is played on the for you page, users can
easily click on the audio and create their own interpretation of the audio.
Besides video length and ownership, the primary difference between the
platforms is the barrier of entry. While YouTube is potentially open to any creator,
as Bärtl (2018) shows, the channels with the most followers have sophisticated and
pricey production capability—not to mention the hours of labor behind producing
videos. For now, TikTok enables a lower barrier of entry since it is primarily mobile
phone–based and the homepage promotes passive viewing, which exposes users
to trending content quickly and converts them into producers easily. While both
platforms allow and encourage user comments, TikTok also has a unique feature
where a content creator can directly quote a comment and respond to it in a new
video. Like elsewhere on the internet, comments from the so called “bottom half”
of the web can be mean, infuriating, but also informative and irreverent – representing an important part of the online experience (Reagle 2015).
One area of note – both YouTube and TikTok utilize algorithmic and deep
learning driven video recommendation systems designed to keep users on the
platform as long as possible (Schrage 2020). Yet the two platforms differ in how they
are architected in suggesting videos. Many have noted and criticized YouTube for
leading users down “rabbit holes” of misinformation stemming from watching
recommended videos since “YouTube creates ﬁlter bubbles where viewers are
exposed to repetitive, homogenous, and often biased content” (Tang et al. 2021, p. 2).
However, as Pietrobruno (2018) argues, the YouTube recommendation system also
“counters cultural homogenization through its circulation of diverse representations
produced by the creativity of its users” when user generated content is included
alongside ofﬁcial representations (p. 524). TikTok’s algorithm of suggesting videos
on its for you page has been called its “secret weapon,” and explains it rapid rise in
popularity (Zhang and Liu 2021). As Zhang & Liu explain, the “the algorithm integrates the content of the user’s uploaded videos, and the categories of videos liked
by the user,” which almost eerily adapts to the users’ content preferences by tracking
the slightest signals of interest (p. 846).

1.2 Travel Videos Online
So how do platform affordances shape online travel videos? Younger travelers are
both avid consumers and producers of user-generated travel content, which is
driving the future of travel destination marketing. Millennials (and likely Gen-Zers)
represent a unique group when it comes to traveling; they’re often more willing to
share their experiences online through social media posts and videos shortly after
returning from an adventure (Kim et al. 2015). This consumption and production of
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travel-related media occurs on various social media platforms. Travel vlogs have
been studied on YouTube, where longer videos often enable viewers to vicariously
relive travel memories, plan trips, and engage with places they may never actually
plan to visit by developing a sense of place (Gholamhosseinzadeh et al. 2021; He
et al. 2021; Peralta 2019; Tussyadiah and Fesenmaier 2009). There is also growing
interest in what TikTok and other short-form video platforms enable regarding
travel mediation. Du et al. (2020) ﬁnd that the use of TikTok blurs the line between
tourism and quotidian life, since the mediation of the visit is extended past the trip.
Further research on short-form video platforms remains scarce, however.
While the platform is not used solely for video, studies of travel content on
Instagram are quite relevant for this study. Soto-Vásquez (2021) ﬁnds that superfans of
Disney parks often mediate their experiences of visiting the original Disneyland in
California on Instagram using some common themes. Inﬂuencer posts primarily evoke
childhood nostalgia and often portray an innocent femininity. There is also a strong
genre of posts that focus on consuming and reviewing Disney park food, merchandise,
and attractions, to the point that those accounts’ “sense of identity is built by the
consumption of experiences at places like Disneyland” (Soto-Vásquez 2021, p. 604).
Travel posts by westerners on Instagram are the focus of Smith (2018), who observes
the “consistent visual motifs on Instagram echo[ing] a colonial iconography that sees
tourist destinations as available for possession and consumption” (p. 172). One of the
ways travel inﬂuencers do this in their posts is by casting the inhabitants of the places
they visit as the other, which is especially the case when they visit the Global South.
These tropes resemble mid-century neo-colonial travel writing (Bruner 2005).
Inhabitants are visually de-emphasized while the western traveler is foregrounded,
both literally and ﬁguratively. In several cases the western visitors don the customary
clothing of the place they are visiting while also spending time with locals, hoping to
consume a real and authentic experience. Smith (2018) argues that this also otherizes
since “the ‘resource’ of local identity can thus be donned and discarded at will” (p. 185)
and becomes a mere commodity. As Smith identiﬁes, there is a risk when representing
other cultures through online travel media of recreating colonial tropes. Jamerson
(2017) shows how the medium itself can mystify Orientalism by arguing “it packages
biased tourist representations of otherness as ‘unbiased’ online consumer reviews” (p.
132). And countries themselves risk missing out as a tourism destination is they do not
also conform to established othering stereotypes (Carrigan 2011).

1.3 Are Video Based Social Media Platforms More Humanizing?
It is unknown if these othering practices studied on Instagram extend to travel
videos on YouTube and TikTok. Dinhopl and Gretzel (2016) argue that travel videos
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differ from travel photography in ﬁve distinct ways. First, travel vlogs require more
extensive editing than photography. Second, the editing process increases the
digital distance between the edited and unedited raw material. Third, travel videos
form a distinct composite and uniﬁed experience, telling stories more coherently
than snapshots in time and without accompanying captions. Finally, video making
also privileges movement and action. These elements that distinguish travel videos
from photography align well with the theme park experience too. Attractions tell
stories and feature constant movement, usually taking place in dark lighting with
effects that are diminished by ﬂash photography (Langhof and Güldenberg 2019;
Rahn 2011). While there are fantastic landscapes in the parks for photography, the
captions often work to provide the emotional context (Soto-Vásquez 2021).
In the context of how cultures are represented, Motahar et al. (2021) argue that
YouTube travel vlogs of Iran allow for more humane portrayals than the mainstream media does. They ﬁnd that travel vlogs on YouTube gave an opportunity for
Iranians to speak for themselves on camera – humanizing them. Importantly, this
also means separating the Iranian people from the policies and actions of their
government, transforming a generalized and stigmatized other into an individual.
Similarly, Rosa and Soto-Vásquez (2022) study the potential for representing
migrant others on Instagram. They found that while most Latin American migrants
were presented negatively in pictures, there were a few examples of videos where
the migrant was presented more humanely, namely by being able to share their
own story in their own voice.
On the other hand, other studies have found conflicting evidence. Peralta (2019)
notes while the Philippines as a travel destination was presented in a positive light
by non-Filipino vloggers on YouTube, locals were generally absent in their videos.
Instead, the primarily messages in the videos were about the affordability of the
Philippines and its natural beauty. And while not focused explicitly on travel, Guo
and Harlow (2014) ﬁnd not only that othering stereotypes were being reproduced by
almost all (85%) of the content analyzed on the video sharing platform, but that
content was more popular – receiving more views and engagement. Illustrating the
potential for platform affordance to further entrench racial stereotypes, they say “the
recommendation system and popularity-based search function on YouTube usually
make the popular content even more popular” (p. 299).
In summary, YouTube and TikTok enable certain affordances. YouTube allows
for a wide range of creative freedom but has a high production barrier of entry for
subscribers. TikTok has a more circumscribed parameter of creativity but exposes
videos to wider audiences more quickly. Travel videos as a genre appear on both
platforms and can mediate place for those who have never been there. Travel
media, however, can otherize through commodification and the Western gaze. The
unresolved question is to what extent do these unique affordances allow for the
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representation of others in travel videos, especially in relation to a distinct global
brand.

2 Contextualizing Shanghai Disneyland as a
Travel Destination
As Rosa and Soto-Vásquez (2022) argue, “representations derived from the mass
media cannot be ignored, as they form a rhetorical and visual baggage with any
study of social media representation” must contend with (p. 3). In this case, the
history, legacy, and cultural baggage of the Walt Disney Company must be
considered and placed in context. Shanghai Disneyland stands out as one of the
most unique parks in the themed-experience portfolio of the Walt Disney Company. During his dedication speech at the opening of Shanghai Disneyland, then
Walt Disney Company CEO Bob Iger noted that the park was “authentically Disney
and distinctly Chinese” (Levine 2016). Shanghai Disneyland is the largest, newest,
and most expensive international Disney Park and marks a different approach to
internationalization for the company. Considering cultural differences and previous issues with translating the uniquely U.S. American values of Magic Kingdom
parks in Paris and Hong Kong (Cheung and McCarthy 2019), the company strived to
truly integrate local culture and customs into the theme park experience (Barboza
and Barnes 2016; Weiss et al. 2017).
The juxtaposition of a brand strongly associated with U.S. American values next
to a very conscious overture to Chinese tastes and values, presents a unique space
for analysis. This is especially important given that Chinese tourists have been
labeled by the media as bad tourists and this baggage might carry over into online
representation (Zhang et al. 2019). Disney has a strong, international fanbase, which
has been studied as an impressive content generating sub-genre on the internet as it
has also exempliﬁed some of the most toxic elements of online fan culture (SotoVásquez 2021; Tremaine 2021). The online travel vlogs studied here intervene right in
the middle of this cultural juxtaposition. The notion of an authentically Disney and
distinctly Chinese park is a theme of coverage in both mainstream press (Barboza
and Barnes 2016) and the academic literature (Weiss et al. 2017).
From the outset, Disney was willing to make a few concessions to gain success
in China and infused the “authentically Disney and distinctly Chinese” spirit into
every step of the design and building process (Barboza and Barnes 2016). For
example, Disney partnered with the Shanghai government to win local support
for the project, including consultations with Chinese ofﬁcials at each stage of
construction. Classic Disney park attractions were discarded or revised to appeal to
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local cultural values. For example, attractions like the Jungle Cruise and Big
Thunder Mountain Railroad were discarded for their association with Western
imperialism (Francaviglia 2011). The placement of Frontierland in the original
Disneyland reﬂected Walt Disney’s fondness for the nostalgic U.S. American West
and “reveals [that] the conquest of the West was an event so signiﬁcant, and so
instructive, that it need[s] to be repeated endlessly as part of both the education
and entertainment,” according to Francaviglia (2011, pp. 82–83). However, this
event has no signiﬁcance to Chinese visitors and was thus scrapped. The Haunted
Mansion was also discarded due to Chinese attitudes around respect for the dead
(Jennings 2016). Adventureland was revised to become Adventure Isle and Treasure Cove, disassociating them from their historical colonial relationship and
placing them within a ﬁctional setting (Cheung and McCarthy 2019).
Other classic Disney attractions have been technically upgraded with the latest
in projection, light & sound effects, and animatronics. The dazzling technology
exhibited in shows like “Eye of the Storm: Captain Jack’s Stunt Spectacular” and in
attractions like Tron Lightcycle Power Run, inspires awe and even envy when
compared to U.S.-based attractions, which are over 50 years old in some cases. For
example, Disney fans used the hashtag #ThanksShanghai on Twitter to blame the
cost-cutting of U.S. parks on the 2016 opening of the park in Shanghai using a zerosum logic (Niles 2016), further showing how online Disney fandom is antagonistic
to the company like many other fandoms (Johnson 2007).
In summary, Shanghai Disneyland represents a break from past non-U.S.
parks. Local culture was emphasized at every stage of development. The park is
designed to cater to Chinese tourists first, and the result is a park that is different
from any other Disney park. Nevertheless, non-Chinese visitors—perhaps due to it
still being a Disney park—have mediated their experiences in the park via videos
posted online.

3 Methodology
This study employs an inductive qualitative analysis to analyze Shanghai Disneyland travel videos from YouTube and TikTok. This approach mirrors the overall
methodology that Asakura and Craig (2014) used in their study of LGBTQ+ YouTube videos, minus how the sample was constructed and the topic. Inductive
qualitative analysis is a useful and appropriate way to study this topic since it
allows for the researcher to identify emergent themes in the data without imposing
preconceived codes (Cavanagh 1997). Hsieh and Shannon (2005) term this kind of
qualitative analysis as conventional, specifying that it is most “appropriate when
existing theory or research literature on a phenomenon is limited” (p. 1279). This is
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certainly the case for travel videos that are not yet a well-researched or documented subgenre.
To collect the data, the term “Shanghai Disneyland” was searched for on
YouTube and TikTok. The top 20 videos from each platform were included in the
sample. For YouTube, the top 20 are the videos with the most views. For TikTok,
views are not available, so video likes were used instead. The number of videos
collected for each platform was determined to achieve a sample with maximum
variation while limiting the number to a reasonable amount for deep qualitative
analysis. Some videos were excluded from the final sample, including videos from
official Disney accounts and from news organizations since neither fit the stated
research purpose. The length of YouTube videos ranges from 3 min and 12 s to 27 min
and 12 s. The length of TikTok videos ranges from 15 to 59 s. A graphical representation of the most common words in the video titles is presented in Figure 1.
Once the posts were collected and added into a spreadsheet, the author read the
posts and engaged the data in several rounds of coding to identify themes and their
relationship to each other (Lindlof and Taylor 2019; Tracy 2013). During the ﬁrst
reading, each video was viewed, and memo writing was used to document initial
thoughts, reactions, and ideas using scratch paper (Charmaz 2006). During the
memo writing stage, the author would jot down on paper the general topic, genre,
and two-three words that describe the video. Top comments were also noted. As
patterns and connections were being observed by the author, short memos were

Figure 1: Wordcloud of titles used in most liked and viewed videos.
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drafted to make the “conceptual leaps” from raw data to abstractions (Birks et al.
2008). For example, one early memo notes the reoccurrence of backgrounding of
Chinese guests in videos. This was later explored in two categories of data, both as a
sub-genre unique to YouTube and as a cultural trope. After the ﬁrst reading, broad
categories were initially deﬁned. A second reading (focused coding) was then used
to develop and describe codes as they reoccurred in videos. These codes were then
sorted into categories, which also helped deﬁne the categories more clearly and
explore concepts (axial coding). Given the sensitive nature of some of the data, the
author’s background in approaching this data is important. The author is an early
career junior scholar working at a U.S. institution of higher learning in a Communication department. The author identiﬁes as a heterosexual Latino man who is a fan
of Disney parks but also concerned with the cultural inﬂuence the company possess.
This perspective has important implications for the data analyzed here. First, the
author is quite familiar with Disney fandom culture online and has viewed similar
videos to those presented here. As such, the author can contextualize what aspects
of the video are unique to Disney culture and which are othering frames. However,
despite this perspective, the author still is an outsider to Chinese culture and has not
visited Shanghai Disneyland. While the author is comfortable critiquing Disney and
its fan culture, he still retains an emotional and nostalgic connection to the brand.
Nevertheless, this closeness to the topic is viewed as an asset by the author. Findings
are presented in the next section.

4 “It’s a Shame I Don’t Speak Chinese, or Else I
Would Have Scolded Him So Bad”: Othering &
Learning in Disney Travel Videos
The overarching theme of travel videos documenting the guest experience in
Shanghai Disneyland is one of constant comparison. The park is compared to other
Disney parks, especially focusing on the most technologically advanced and aweinspiring attractions. Local Chinese guest behavior is held up against what the
creator often portrays as normative guest behavior. Both streams of comparison
differ by platform affordances, which will be discussed in much further detail.
Comparison is also structured by the unique aspects of online Disney fandom,
which are seen in the channels and accounts that tend to post Disney content and
are reinforced by what kind of content seems to do well on YouTube and TikTok. A
summary of themes is presented in Table 1.
Before each of the analytic categories is discussed in this paper, it is worth
discussing why comparison might appear in online travel videos. Returning to
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Table : Emergent themes.
Category Attraction awe & envy
Themes

Distinctly tourists, authenti- Fandom ecologies: promocally others
tion & critique

Technological awe

Non-normative guest
behaviors
Disembodied video ride- Punctuated cultural
through
differences
Diverse consumer
experiences

Brand as identity
Toxic fandom
Political association

Smith (2018), contemporary online travel media often revives the tropes of Western
travel writing established in the 19th century. These tropes function to selfauthenticate the traveler amid difference. In other words, when the traveler sees a
different culture, they can then understand what their culture is through comparison. By documenting who they are not in writing—or now, through online
video—the Western traveler both turns the experience into a commodity and others
the non-Western people they encounter. As Bruner (2005) argues, the process of
documenting the travel here is key, because the process of narrating and translating the experience must use intercultural assumptions.
The added layer of the Walt Disney Company further complexifies this
arrangement. Disney commodifies a lot of culture. The non-Chinese travelers
studied here often have experience with other Disney parks, where their expectation is a highly normative performance of emotional labor, staging, and “magic”
(Bryman 2004). This is important because given the nature of YouTube and TikTok,
the most likely audiences for these videos are users already drawn in by the
recommendation systems discussed by Schrage (2020). The audience for these
travel videos is likely Disney park fans or travel enthusiasts in general. The comments analyzed in some of the videos collected give credence to this. Thus, the
comparison done by the video authors and commentors are also used to establish
who is a “real” Disney fan online on top of ethnic and national difference. The
following sections are the main categories of video content that ﬂow from this
theme of comparison.

4.1 Attraction Awe & Envy
Tron Lightcycle Power Run opened as part of Shanghai Disneyland in 2016. The
Dutch TikTok account @themepark_explorers described it as the “coolest coaster
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in the world.” The most viewed video as of April 1, 2022, on YouTube of Shanghai
Disneyland is a ride-through video of the same coaster with 29.1 million views.
Themed to the Tron film franchise, the attraction is notable for its unique ride
vehicle, as guests ride on a motorbike instead of a traditional coaster train seat, and
its futuristic lighting. In his travel vlog of Shanghai Disneyland vlogger Alan
Estrada (alanxelmundo) dedicates three full minutes out of his 27-min-long video
to majestic slow-motion shots of the coaster at night, with the spectacular lights
glowing in the dark alongside his ride-through of the attraction. He narrates his
amazement, stating, “an applause for the engineers who designed this,” and calls
it an incredible experience. Three of the top YouTube videos and six of the top
TikToks feature the attraction.
The fixation on the Tron attraction exemplifies a reoccurring theme of videos
about Shanghai Disneyland—that of technological awe. Here attractions like Tron,
Pirates of the Caribbean: Battle for the Sunken Treasure, and Peter Pan are described
as immersive and amazing with a framing that the audience must experience these
rides. And the general tenor of comments seems to agree. One top YouTube comment
states that “the imagineering i[s] totally next level” on the Pirate attraction. Comments from a ride through of the Tron attraction call it “incredible” and “face
melting.” Two of the three attractions are signiﬁcantly upgraded versions of attractions found in other Disney parks. Tron most closely resembles Space Mountain,
a classic Disney attraction, but is essentially a new attraction. In Shanghai there is no
Space Mountain, with Tron taking its place. Chueng and McCarthy (2019) see the
Tron attraction as neither distinctly American nor Chinese per se. Rather its prominent placement in Tomorrowland further reiterates the message that China is a
place where futuristic technological marvels exemplify an already existing present.
The aesthetic of the ride (and land) also matches the glowing, synchronized skyline
of Shanghai. Shanghai’s Pirates takes the 1967 classic Disneyland attraction and
upgrades it with a new trackless vehicle system, massive projection screens, and a
storyline based on the popular ﬁlm franchise.
The prominence of attractions in mediated travel videos is encapsulated by the
code disembodied video ride-through. Here not only is the attraction presented fully,
allowing viewers who have yet to visit the park to get a sense of the attraction layout,
storyline, and new technology, but it is usually presented without any identiﬁcation
of who is doing the ﬁlming or their emotional reaction to the ride. Instead, the
camera is directed only forward with no audible sound or words from the videographer. As mentioned earlier, three of the top YouTube videos feature a ride-through
of the Tron attraction. Another 10 top videos were coded as disembodied video ridethrough, with many coming from a channel called Attractions 360°. Their YouTube
ride-throughs feature longer shots of the queue edited in before an uninterrupted 4K
recording of the ride-through, all without narration. This is the kind of content that
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Table : Summary of videos featuring two major attractions, as of April , .
Attraction featured

Channels with a ride-through

Tron lightcycle power run Attractions °, inside the magic, alanxelmundo, themeparkexplorers, adultsindisney, livingwiththe_land
Pirates of the Caribbean: Attractions °, inside the magic, alanxelbattle for the Sunken
mundo, erikssc, Theme park Worldwide,
treasure
adultsindisney, rendisney

Cumulative views
(YouTube) and likes
(TikTok)
. M (YouTube
views), . K (TikTok
likes)
 M (YouTube views),
. K (TikTok likes)

can only truly exist on YouTube – a long uninterrupted, unnarrated video ride
through. Theme Park oriented channels like Attractions 360° and Inside the Magic
have built sizable subscriber bases through content like this drawn from parks
around the world. Table 2 summarizes this tendency.
However, in terms of representing cultural others, this online video sub-genre is
ill-equipped. In one video with over 4 million views, Attractions 360° uses several
long shots of the queue for Pirates of the Caribbean: Battle for the Sunken Treasure. A
group ahead of the camera operator is ﬁlmed as they walk through the queue and
enter their ride vehicles. As a function of this micro-genre of YouTube videos, the
groups are not individualized or even heard from, minus indistinct sounds. The
caption on this video also does not add much context to the experience, except that it
is an amazing attraction with cutting edge technology. In other words, the mode of
ﬁlming and representation for this type of video is disassociated from the actual
embodied experiences for guests at Shanghai Disneyland and is repackaged for nonChinese audiences. The guests ﬁlmed are presented as a kind of voyeuristic simulacrum and never heard from, spoken with, or even have their faces shown. This
differs from ofﬁcial Disney park marketing, where they show guests enjoying the
ride, allowing for identiﬁcation with the guests. A screenshot of the disembodied
ride along is presented to illustrate the difference in Figure 2.
On TikTok the disembodied video ride along is also present in several top videos,
albeit in a shortened form to ﬁt platform constraints. Due to the time limit of 60 s,
videos contain only a short portion of the ride or edited highlights. And there is
usually more textual narration to catch the viewers’ attention. For example, one
video posted by @adultsindisney that has over 216K likes features the Davy Jones
animatronic in the Pirates attraction. Text is layered on the video, saying “one of the
best Disney rides in the world is Pirates in Shanghai Disneyland. This is our favorite
part … ” before cutting to a screen-based portion of the ride. In both YouTube and
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Figure 2: Screenshot of exemplar in Disembodied Ride Along code group.

TikTok videos of attraction ride-throughs, the overwhelming reaction in comments is
awe and wonder at the rides’ level of technological sophistication. However, there
are also undertones of jealously among the comments comparing the attractions to
U.S.-based parks that have older attractions. For example, on a YouTube video ridethrough of the Shanghai version of Peter Pan, top comments on the video reﬂect
sentiments like, “this one makes the USA Disneyland version look so outdated” and
that the one in Anaheim needed “updating.” Similarly, on TikTok the top comment
from the aforementioned video about the Pirates attraction states, “So Disney in the
states rlly [sic] played us like that … ” which exempliﬁes the trend of technological
envy evinced in many comments and in some videos. While comments in general on
the web can be mean and negative (Reagle 2015) these kinds of comments which
evince envy are also part of online Disney fandom (Tremaine 2021). This theme was
also seen separately in the sarcastic #ThanksShanghai Twitter trend, where Disney
fans felt slighted by the investment in the new park and felt it was coming at the
expense of U.S. parks and cast members (Niles 2016).

4.2 Distinctly Tourists, Authentically Others
Soon after Shanghai Disneyland opened in 2016, videos documenting and discussing Chinese guest behavior in the parks began to appear online. While these
are a minority of videos, they attract a higher number of comments and
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controversy. As of 2022, some of these remain among the most viewed YouTube
videos and have influenced other travel vlogs since then. For example, an early
video was posted by the channel Disney Dwayne and has over 1.5 million views.
The video outlines several non-normative guest behaviors, with the video creators
imposing normative expectations of guest behavior on Chinese guests. For
example, Disney Dwayne begins his video walking through the park entry, with the
camera pointed toward him. He narrates that “one thing you got to get used to, is
being pushed and shoved around here in Shanghai.” Shortly afterward, he says
this behavior is “not like Japan,” the country that he ﬁnds “as the most polite.”
Here the normative expectation for guest behavior is politeness, which according
to the video creator seems to mean waiting in queues without cutting, maintaining
personal space, and respecting property. The video goes on to document his
annoyance with several other things, including view blocking and public smoking
and urination. In an illustrative example, he ﬁlms towards his feet to show how
close the others guest in the queue are to him. In another, he shows an area that
should be off limits to guests being used as a playground.
Another highly viewed video, in this case from the channel The CheNews,
discusses non-normative guest behavior with a bit more cultural context. One of
the vloggers behind the channel is Mike Chen, a Chinese American food and travel
vlogger whose main channel, Strictly Dumpling, has close to 4 million subscribers
and often documents visits to Disney parks (Blaskovich 2021). Chen and his co-host
discuss how as Chinese tourists started traveling abroad in the 2010s, they were
“uneducated on how to behave” in different cultures. In one case, they show
pictures of gardens at the park trampled by guests. Regardless of their presentation
of background information they still argue that there are normative ways for guests
to behave in a park, like Disney Dwayne. At one point they narrate “picture this …
doors open, ﬂoods of people running in. You talk about the Magic Kingdom man;
it’s going to be unmagical within twenty … like … two hours” over a picture of a
large crowd of Chinese tourists.
Many instances of punctuated cultural differences ﬁll the two-part vlog from
alanxelmundo, the Mexican vlogger previously discussed. To list a few, Alan and
his co-host, Regina, discuss the lack of Disney music as they enter, squat toilets,
muted reactions to shows and music, picture posing, and the previously
mentioned non-normative guest behavior. The videos are essentially framed
through two things: the technological sophistication of the park and providing a
view into an “other” culture. Early in the video they discuss their feeling of culture
shock, acknowledging that they are the outsiders. Their outsider status is further
exempliﬁed when they use a common language, English, to communicate with
cast members, and struggle. Regardless, the host still highlights non-normative
guest behavior and even states at one point that “it’s a shame I don’t speak
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Chinese, or else I would have scolded him so bad” after witnessing public urination
in a queue for Seven Dwarfs Mine Train. In another example, while the two vloggers are having lunch, they discuss seeing a young boy urinating in public.
The sentiments articulated in the three previously discussed videos align with
the concern that “the actions of the few have been magnified into a well-recognised
and negative nationality-based image,” to which the Chinese government was
forced to respond to save collective face (Zhang et al. 2019, p. 71). Zhang et al. (2019)
ﬁnd that educated Chinese tourists have similar concerns, while recognizing that
other tourists, like U.S. Americans, have bad reputations abroad as well. In
addition, the participants in their study discuss how they are constantly conscious
of their own behavior and how it might be interpreted when traveling—something
the travel videos studied here do not reﬂect. For example, despite several opportunities, the Mexican vloggers never reﬂect on how their own behavior in the park,
primarily being loud while ﬁlming and commenting on others, might also be
considered impolite. Returning to Smith (2018) and Bruner (2005), the YouTube
videos which discuss guest behavior fall into the general category of cultural
commentary, where an “other” is needed to deﬁne oneself in opposition. In all
three cases discussed here as examples, there is a normative model of Disney park
behavior that is being deﬁned in opposition, primarily for Disney park audiences
online. In addition, the YouTube personality acts here as a cultural guide, trying to
educate others on their experience in the parks. This exempliﬁes an outward facing
gaze, where the audience is explicitly communicated with about the supposed on
the ground realities of traveling to Shanghai Disneyland.
In the comments of these three videos – there is some concurrence with the
comments on guest behavior videos, but also disagreement. In one case, a commenter argues that “honestly, the crowd culture truly isnt [sic] much different in
Shanghai than in other major cities” and another says that “It is not racist or bad to
note cultural differences and how they will be perceived by people of a different
culture.” It should also be noted that more comments on a YouTube video also
heighten the chance it will be recommended, so a controversial video with divisive
comments is not necessarily a bad thing. And in one case, a top viewed video about
Shanghai Disney crowd culture went semi-viral and the creator eventually created
a response video walking back some of the comments on crowd culture.
Interestingly, the highlighting of cultural differences was not as present in the
top TikTok videos. This may be a function of platform and time constraints. In the
TikTok videos with a conspicuous presence of the self, experiences with Shanghai
Disney are primarily presented as diverse consumer experiences, where a nonChinese user can sample different foods and purchase new Disney products. For
example, one top liked video by @magistreatsbyivann catalogs “how Disney food
looks all over the world” and then shows different cultural adaptations of food,
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including a noodle soup with a carrot in the shape of Mickey Mouse. Another video
shows a Disney fan unboxing a backpack ordered from Shanghai Disneyland.
Another TikTok notes “it’s so amazing seeing Mulan sing in her native language!”
while another video was posted by a traveling performer, who documents his life
abroad saying he “loved seeing all the shows and attractions that are so speciﬁc” to
Shanghai Disneyland. Finally, one more TikTok from @adultsindisney is quick
6 second clip of a salad with a Mickey Mouse egg yolk, where they remark how
“insane” it is. The next section will discuss Disney fandom cultures in more detail,
but the relative absence of non-normative guest behavior documentation in top
TikTok videos is interesting. Dinhopl and Gretzel (2016) write that “handheld
tourist photography traditionally extends the tourist gaze outward” while videography naturally “puts the tourists themselves at the centre of the recording” and
avoids the tourist gaze (pp. 399–400). In this case, the focus is on the person
experiencing the goods and services of Shanghai Disneyland, with little or no focus
on the Chinese guests in the parks. The focus is turned inward, as they consume a
different culture and experience, even though it is highly commodiﬁed by Disney.
Here it seems that genre, platform, and different styles of internet celebrity
also matter beyond medium. While YouTube and TikTok are both video platforms,
YouTube allows for long-form travel vlogs, which often end up reiterating tropes of
neo-colonial travel writing (Smith 2018). TikTok videos focus more on the individual’s experience of the park, with little focus on other guests. Thus, the genre
of internet celebrity shapes different kinds of representation. On YouTube there is a
legacy of documentary, cultural criticism, and alternative media that leads inﬂuencers on the platform to create ideological video essays and reactionary content
(Lewis 2020). TikTok content leans more toward the multi-cultural travel inﬂuencer model of internet celebrity, where different sampling of different cultural
and branded products is a good in and of itself.

4.3 Fandom Ecologies: Promotion & Critique
Vlogger Mike Chen has visited Disney parks around the world and sampled their
unique food items. Alan Estrada provides travel tips for Latin Americans visiting
the U.S. parks. Disney Dwayne has the company name literally in his profile. On
TikTok the two most prominent accounts among the top liked videos are @themepark_explorers and @adultsindisney, who state in their profiles that they have
“been to all 12 Disney parks.” Even Attractions 360°, while not a traditional
personality-based vlog, has built a channel with over 1.5 million subscribers in the
narrow niche of high-quality, 4K video ride-throughs. The internet personalities
studied in this paper situate visiting Disney parks and engaging with their fandom
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as part of their brands. However, as Soto-Vásquez (2021) argues, “brands as a form
of identity are very ﬂexible; one could be a Disney fan one day and a foodie the
next. Brand as identity is the purest distillation of the political, economic, and
cultural forces of late capitalism” (p. 604). The association with Disney fandom
also implicates an audience that has been reported on as toxic and resistant to
change (Tremaine 2021). The resistance to change among fans ranges from criticism that the company is updating classic attractions like the Jungle Cruise to be
politically correct all the way to economic critiques that middle class families are
being priced out of Disney experiences.
The videos studied here exemplify some of the toxic online behavior. One top
comment on a video focusing on crowd culture in Shanghai Disney with 2.2k likes
states:
I feel guilty for thinking it, but I really feel that this was a gorgeous park wasted on a terrible
location. I’d love to see something so incredible be treated much better in a place where it
would be infinitely more appreciated.

A similar sentiment appears in another top comment that states, “maybe they
made shanghai disneyland [sic] so they don’t have to go abroad and ruin other
disneylands [sic] for all of us,” with the second “they” being Chinese tourists. This
by no means is the perspective of all Disney fans, but it does show how the
integration of a brand into one’s identity in late capitalism can lead to an exclusionary protectiveness over the brand. Disney parks occupy an emotional space for
Disney fans because they are associated with nostalgic memories, family, and
perhaps even national identity for U.S. Americans. This combination lends
important context to the view of an “other” culture when it is portrayed in online
travel videos about a popular brand.
This tension between celebrating the technical achievements of the park and
criticizing guest behavior simultaneously is reflected in the sample of videos
collected for this project and larger conflicts in Disney fandom online. Between
YouTube and TikTok, most videos focus on attractions, the theming of the park and
its expansiveness. A smaller number, primarily on YouTube, focus on the guest
behavior. This may be a function of platform incentives where controversy and
longer form cultural criticism are part of YouTube and Disney “fantagonism”
(Johnson 2007), as seen in fans who display vicious and vitriolic reactions to any
new offerings or changes that differ from their idea of Disney parks. McCarthy
(2019) rightly argues the Instagram and YouTube inﬂuencers of the original Disneyland Park rarely criticize the park due to the implicit control that Disney has
over them by granting or denying special access. But for those outside the Disney
inﬂuence sphere, arguing about Disney parks, attacking others online for not being
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a “true fan,” and seeing the company as an encapsulation of all things wrong with
political correction exemplify some of the worst aspects of online Disney fandom
(Tremaine 2021).
In this way, the cultural adaptations the Walt Disney Company made for its
theme park in Shanghai invariably get absorbed and understood as part of broader
international politics just as they have become more intertwined with politics in
the United States. Thus, the videos studied here are a window into geopolitical
tensions (Henry 2019). Fan concerns about “wasting” a park on an undeserving
audience and envy over technologically advanced attractions echo concerns about
the West’s diminished global power and inﬂuence. Criticisms about the park
catering to Chinese visitors echo anxieties around conglomerate corporate interests that have no allegiance to any one nation, only to market demands and
opportunities for growth. In fact, Disney pursued internationalization in China
post-2008 speciﬁcally because domestic returns were diminishing (Gigliotti et al.
2016). From blame over the spread of COVID-19 to political controversies with
Disney and the NBA, the political and economic tensions between the governments
of China and the United States spills into culture and fandom. As Jacobson (2020)
writes about the controversies around the live action Mulan ﬁlm, brands have to
“balance signiﬁcant business interests in the world’s second-largest economy with
corporate image and reputational risk both at home and abroad (i.e. non-Chinese
countries).” This is similar in some ways to the tension in Disney fandom online:
between promotion of the parks and the company for their positive associations
and critique of what the company does to grow and proﬁt. And as participatory
democracy has grown less responsive to actual citizen demands, it appears that
political demands are being directed toward culture industry behemoths like
Disney.

5 Conclusion
Can online travel videos enable more positive portrayals of cultural others, or even
humanize them? Yes and no. In this case of positive portrayals, it seems that the
channel or profile on YouTube and/or TikTok needs to be adopt the mission of
representing other people fully and humanely, as Motahar et al. (2021) showed.
However, when travel videos are presented in the context of a culturally speciﬁc
online fandom like Disney parks, the cultural baggage weighs heavily of representations of the other. The other become mere rhetorical tools to advance other
agendas, whether they be investment in the U.S. parks, maintaining a sense of fan
superiority or simply generating comments and views. Travel videos from nonChinese visitors to Shanghai Disneyland studied in this article exhibit the
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technologically advanced attractions of the park, inspiring awe and envy. The
behavior of Chinese guests is documented and often marked as non-normative and
different. Both categories are structured by Disney fan culture, which has a possessive protectiveness over the brand due to its close association with identity.
While most videos promote the park, showing the power the company has through
fan-generated content in providing advertisement, they also anonymize the Chinese guests into the background, only voyeuristically featuring faceless and
soundless ﬁgures. When Chinese guests are presented, it is usually to criticize nonnormative guest behavior.
These elements play out slightly differently on the platforms of YouTube and
TikTok. Top YouTube videos tend to feature outward-focusing gazes, whether they
are disembodied ride-throughs or cultural “education” – an artifact of how microcelebrity is accumulated on the platform (Lewis 2020). Top TikToks turn the gaze
inward and focus on experience, more like Instagram, and pushes the non-Chinese
visitor to the forefront as a sampler of diverse experiences. By virtue of not overtly
featuring critical portrayals of Chinese guest behavior, the TikTok videos avoid the
othering tropes present in top YouTube videos. This is similar to what Peralta
(2019) found when the gaze is shifted elsewhere in travel videos. This study has
some limitations. The choice to study top videos means that some of the features
identiﬁed here, like marking cultural differences and focusing on technologically
advanced attractions, might be decisions made to gain more viewers and internet
fame. Of course, in contemporary online spaces it is difﬁcult to separate the two. In
addition, by focusing on non-Chinese travel videos, the Chinese perspective is also
completely ignored. Finally, most videos seem to be taken before the COVID-19
pandemic, which not only has severely restricted foreign travel into China but also
heighted the tensions between China and the West.
This study highlighted how differences in platform can also affect representation of others in the context of a strong brand. Future studies, both qualitative
and quantitative, can use this multi-media approach to better explain the diverse
forms in which contemporary audiences and creators encounter media about
others. One open question from this study is how the creators themselves understand and imagine their audiences online. Here is where production focused
methods can also fill in gaps, specifically through interviews, as other studies cited
here have done (Du et al. 2020; He et al. 2021). More speciﬁcally, cross cultural
interviews stand out as a promising opportunity, when more often qualitative
interview based studies have some measure of cultural similarity between interviewer and participant. Global travel will eventually recover post-pandemic world
and people will continue to document their travel experiences on social media. As
such, this topic remains a relevant one for scholars to continue to focus on.
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Abstract
Purpose: This cross-cultural comparison study between China and the US aimed
to examine the short video-sharing social media platform, TikTok/Douyin,
particularly its use in the two countries. Because China and the US have some
evident differences in cultural values, they are ideal for cross-cultural comparison
between Western and Asian countries. Other than knowing the platform itself, how
people use it, and their influencer video use, the study further explored how
cultural values influenced user behaviors on TikTok/Douyin.
Design/methodology/approach: Two survey studies were conducted in each
country. The questionnaire asked the same question but in two language versions
—Chinese and English. Questions asked about participants’ demographic information, TikTok/Douyin use preference, influencer preference, and cultural values.
Findings: In general, Chinese participants had a more extended time experience of
using Douyin, and they spent more time on Douyin every day. Participants had a
different preference for influencers’ expertise on each platform. US participants
favored music influencers while Chinese participants favored food influencers.
Moreover, Chinese participants were more likely to be persuaded by influencers to
make purchase decisions than US participants. Besides, Chinese participants claimed
a higher individualism score and a lower power distance score than US participants,
which contradicts with Hofstede’s original cultural scores for each country.
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Practical implications: Marketing practitioners should consider the demographic
characteristics and use preferences of TikTok and Douyin users for their marketing
practices. Moreover, the cultural scores (individualism and power distance) have
changed between Chinese and US participants compared to original Hofstede’s
cultural scores. Besides, the study confirmed that cultural values influenced users’
TikTok/Douyin use in some conditions. Therefore, practitioners should apply the
new findings when making decisions when considering cultural differences.
Originality/value: This is the first study to compare TikTok/Douyin use between
the US and China and enhanced our understanding of Hofstede’s cultural dimensions theory. Furthermore, it demonstrates helpful and detailed information
on the general platform use and how it is influenced by the cultural differences
between the two countries.
Keywords: China, USA, cultural studies, TikTok, Douyin, influencer, survey

1 Introduction
China and the US are both crucial markets for influencer marketing. China is the
second-largest economic entity globally; however, many foreign brands have not
entered the Chinese market yet, and one of the most efficient approaches to target
Chinese audiences is to collaborate with Chinese social media influencers
(Dudarenok 2021). The 2017 Digital Commerce Trends Report indicated that 63% of
interviewed brands in China would focus on inﬂuencer marketing to achieve the
goal of brand and product promotion. In addition, a Hootsuite report revealed that
over two-thirds of US retailers utilized some forms of inﬂuencer marketing, and
almost half of the US digital marketers spent at least 10% of their marketing
communication budgets in inﬂuencer marketing (Newberry 2021).
Meanwhile, China and the US have distinct cultures. According to the cultural
dimension score from Hofstede Insights (2021), the US is highly individualistic
(individualism score of 91), while China is highly collectivist (individualism score of
20). Moreover, China scores much higher than the US in the power distance dimension (87 vs. 26), which means inequality amongst people is more tolerant in China
than in the US. Furthermore, the masculinity score is similar between China and the
US, and both of the score is relatively high (66 vs. 62). Hence, the current study will
focus on the commonly high masculinity between the US and China and use the
dimension to examine how gender value determined by the masculinity dimension
influences social media influencers’ endorsement effectiveness in the two countries.
There are many social media platforms for influencers to endorse products.
Short video platforms are gaining popularity in both the US and China. Interestingly, TikTok, known as Douyin in China, is a comparable social media platform
for China–US comparison because TikTok is the non-Chinese or international
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version of Douyin in China and is gaining high popularity in the US. Douyin’s main
target users are Chinese young generation aging between 15 and 25 years old, and
the US is the biggest overseas market (Campagin 2019). Videos on both platforms
are ranging from 15 s (default length) to 5 min (extended length) with music or
sound effects. So, it has become the typical social media platform that researchers
can use to compare consumers in the US and China.
In March 2019, TikTok announced more than 500 million monthly active users
worldwide on the platform, which is a sizeable lucrative audience for advertisers
(Chen 2019), and the active daily Douyin users in China have exceeded 400 million
as of January 2020 (AsiaTravelClub 2020). In 2017, only 17% of advertisers had the
intention to try short video social media platforms such as TikTok, and this number
jumped to 65% in 2018 (Chen 2019); since then, the marketing value of TikTok has
been seen by more and more marketers and advertisers. There are insufﬁcient
studies examining cultural diversity in the online context through the lens of the
cultural framework (Sheldon et al. 2017). In addition, although lots of research
focus on social media, the further cross-cultural investigation is needed to understand users’ adoption behavior and their usage of social media since cultural
difference may inﬂuence it (Fietkiewicz 2018). Moreover, few studies have examined TikTok and Douyin user characteristics and user behaviors. The current
study aims to ﬁll this gap and explores the demographic characteristics and user
behaviors of TikTok and Douyin users in the US and China through the cultural
framework. Besides, the study also wants to examine whether the demographic
and cultural differences impact inﬂuencer endorsement effectiveness. It is well
known that TikTok and Douyin are the leading short-video platforms for inﬂuencer
marketing. The theoretical and practical implications are discussed in the discussion part.

2 Literature Review
2.1 Hofstede’s Cultural Dimensions
Hofstede’s cultural dimensions were proposed in his pioneer book regarding
cultural differences, Culture’s Consequences: International Differences in WorkRelated Values, in 1980. Later in 2001, Hofstede published an updated version
entitled Culture’s Consequences: Comparing Values, Behaviors, Institutions, and
Organizations Across Nations. The author’s cultural value dimensions have
inspired thousands of cross-cultural research studies, and much of subsequent
culture research has been based on the core concepts of culture developed by
Hofstede (Venaik et al. 2013).
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According to Hofstede (1980), individualism is “a loosely-knit social framework in which people should only take care of themselves and their immediate
families.” Meanwhile, collectivism “is characterized by a tight social framework in
which people distinguish between in-groups and outgroups, they expect their ingroups to look after them, and in exchange for that they feel they owe absolute
loyalty to it” (Hofstede 1980, p. 45). The author deﬁned the individualismcollectivism dimension as “the degree to which people in a country prefer to act as
individuals rather than as members of groups” (1980, p. 6), which indicated a
preference for group or individual orientation (An and Kim 2006). Furthermore,
“Power distance” is deﬁned as “the extent to which a society accepts the fact that
power in institutions and organizations is distributed unequally” (1980, p. 45),
which indicates the societal desire for a power hierarchy (An and Kim 2006).
Finally, “Uncertainty avoidance” is deﬁned as “the extent to which a society feels
threatened by uncertain and ambiguous situations and tries to avoid these situations by providing greater career stability, establishing more formal rules, not
tolerating deviant ideas and behaviors, and believing in absolute truths and the
attainment of expertise” (Hofstede 1980b, p. 45), which refers to the societal
preference for the avoidance of uncertainty (An and Kim 2006).
Masculinity is defined as “the extent to which the dominant values in society
are ‘masculine’—that is, assertiveness, the acquisition of money and things”
(Hofstede 1980, p. 46). In contrast, femininity is opposed to masculinity and prioritizes feminine traits (Hofstede 2001), such as being kind, caring for others, and
maintaining relationships. The masculinity-femininity dimension relates to the
cultural preference for masculine or feminine values and notes gender roles across
countries (An and Kim 2006). Numerous studies suggest that the difference in
gender roles is less in feminine cultures than in masculine cultures (De Mooij 1998).
Men in feminine cultures do not mind taking on female roles, while women in
masculine cultures are rarely portrayed as taking on men’s roles (De Mooij 1998).
Masculine cultures embrace the idea that men can always perform better than
women (Yoo et al. 2011).
China and the USA were identified in cross-country studies as being two
distinct cultural clusters: the Confucian cluster (China) and the Anglo cluster (USA)
(Gupta et al. 2002). Among those cultural values, individualism and power distance were widely used to compare the western and Asian cultures (Chu and Choi
2011). Besides, due to the difference between China and the US regarding the two
cultural values, China and the US are ideal for cross-cultural comparison studies
(Lu 2018). Hence, only individualism and power distance cultural dimensions were
addressed in this study. Individuals in an individualistic culture care about
themselves and are willing to subordinate the in-group goals to their personal
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goals. In contrast, individuals in a collectivist culture are interdependent and
willing to give in their personal goals to in-group goals (Triandis et al. 1988).

2.2 Social Media Use and Cultural Differences
Research finds that culture impacts how social media are perceived and used
(Balakrishnan et al. 2017). Besides, cultural norms can be reﬂected on social media
proﬁles and inﬂuence how people express and describe themselves online
(DeAndrea et al. 2010; Sheldon et al. 2017). Different generations and genders have
different motivations to use social media; it is more evident in the younger generation, born after the twentieth century and seen as “digital natives” than in
the older generation (Fietkiewicz et al. 2018). However, most information we can
access on social media about its users is what they do instead of who they are.
Mancosu and Bobba (2019) are concerned about the insufﬁcient information
about social media users’ personal and demographic characteristics for social and
political research in the current literature. Several studies conﬁrm the importance
of personal information, such as demographics and personal traits, and social
characteristics like the number of intimate friends, on our understanding of social
media use and users’ attitudes and behaviors on social media (Grieve 2017;
Hargittai 2007; Scott et al. 2020). Kim et al. (2013) indicate that the current social
media research emphasizes the general trends instead of individual differences
among social media users. Those differences inﬂuence users’ social media use
patterns. Hence, there is a need for social media research on the information about
users’ characteristics.
Social media use differs in different cultures; for example, people in individualistic and collectivist cultures use social media differently (Cho 2010). Jackson
and Wang (2013) ﬁnd that people in collectivist societies like China spend more
time in real-life relationships, such as with their families and friends, less time on
social media use. They also have fewer online friends than their counterparts from
individualistic cultures like the US because they value group membership rather
than self-promotion. Hence, social media is more important to US users than
Chinese users, and US users are more likely to use social media than Chinese users
(Jackson and Wang 2013).
The predominant difference in the key cultural dimensions, such as individualism/collectivism and high/low power distance between China and the US,
makes the two countries ideal for cross-cultural comparison (Lu 2018). The
dominant cultural values in a society are perceived to inﬂuence people’s way of
communication, social interaction, and online behavior (Choi et al. 2011; Chu and
Choi 2011). Balakrishnan et al. (2017) raise the concern of the shortage of literature
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on cultural impacts on social media. Su et al. (2021)’s study compares the difference between traditional mainstream media (TV) and new media (Internet) in
China. They point out that television (state-controlled) shapes collectivism
because it promotes patriotism and national value.
In contrast, the Internet shapes individualism because of the particular level of
free speech on the Internet. Moreover, state-controlled media play an essential role
as the government’s mouthpiece, and the Internet allows people to create and
disseminate their self-generated content, which strengthens their personal
freedom and interest. Research conﬁrms that individuals who spend more time
expressing themselves on Facebook are seen to connect with more freedom of
speech (Swigger 2012).

2.3 Short-Video Sharing Platform, TikTok and Douyin, and
Cultural Differences
The short video refers to “video content that is shorter than 5 min distributed via
digital media platforms” (Kaye et al. 2021, p. 230). Most short video platforms are
mobile applications, and they are convenient for users to create, edit, and share
self-generated video content and view other short videos online (Zhou 2019).
TikTok and Douyin are the leading short video-sharing social media platforms,
which is different from other video-sharing platforms featuring relatively long
videos, such as YouTube. TikTok became the most downloaded non-game mobile
app of 2020, mainly for short and entertaining video production and dissemination
(Cuesta-Valiño et al. 2022). Besides its business value in advertising and inﬂuencer
marketing, Douyin is perceived to be the No. 1 short video-sharing app for the
younger Chinese generation to socialize online (Ge et al. 2020). However, when you
open up TikTok/Douyin, there will be a “for you” page instead of friends feed,
promoting trendy videos or videos you may like based on your prior interactions
with videos. Those short video-sharing platforms that are easy to use and allow
users to get access to the full, up-to-date video content in a short period bring fast
culture to social media (Campaign 2019).
The video content on TikTok/Douyin also reflects the representation of the
specific location’s life, culture, and value; in particular, the cultural characteristics
of videos from different geographic regions are expected to be set apart from each
other (Sun et al. 2020). Sun et al. (2020) ﬁnd that static and indoor subjects are more
common in Douyin videos, and TikTok users capture more diverse and outdoor
items. More family and fewer individual events are shown in Douyin than in TikTok
videos; moreover, Douyin videos are more attached to family members. TikTok
videos have more interaction with friends and strangers, which is inconsistent with
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Chinese and US culture’s individualism/collectivism literature. Scherr and Wang’s
(2021) study of Douyin use in China identiﬁes the gender and age differences in
social media use. They argue that females use social media for social and
communication purpose, and males use it for entertaining and functional purposes. In terms of different generations, younger users embrace social media’s
entertaining gratiﬁcation more than older users, and the motivations for social
media use are diverse and changing all the time. Douyin has become the most
famous music video application in China, especially among users under the age of
30 (Patrick 2018). Future research needs to study users’ personal and cultural
characteristics on the two platforms. It will either optimize the platform itself or
provide important information to advertisers and marketers about who are
involved in their marketing practices because TikTok/Douyin is easy to access, and
users are from different cultural backgrounds.

2.4 Social Media Influencer and Influencer Marketing on Social
Media
Social media influencers are the newest type of opinion leaders who are native to
social media. They are originally regular Internet users before becoming stars in
online communities. Besides, social media influencers are seen as online celebrities with specializations or niches in specific areas. They are “a new type of
independent third-party endorser who shapes audience attitudes through blog,
tweets, and the use of other social media” (Freberg et al. 2011, p. 90). According to
Dhanesh and Duthler (2019), “A social media inﬂuencer is a person who, through
personal branding, builds and maintains relationships with multiple followers on
social media, and has the ability to inform, entertain, and potentially inﬂuence
followers’ thoughts, attitudes, and behaviors” (p. 3). Followers of the inﬂuencers
consider inﬂuencers to be trustworthy and credible sources because they are
authentic, approachable, and ordinary (Chapple and Cownie 2017). Social media
inﬂuencers act like peers of the consumer.
Social media influencers are individuals who are knowledgeable and have
expertise in a specific area. They share knowledge, experience, and skills on social
media, and facilitate the welfare of their communities. An increasing number of
marketing and advertising professionals expect to use influencer endorsers to
enhance their communication and engagement with consumers. Before the
influencer becomes a star, he/she draws people’s attention by their original and
unique content on their social media accounts. Audiences like their content or
the online persona. Social media inﬂuencers and their followers are connected
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through social media. Even though they have a communal-oriented relationship,
there is no interaction between them in a real-life setting.
Most research classified social media influencers by grouping their follower
size and how many non-competing products they endorse such as microinfluencers and macro-influencers, the platforms they were on (such as Instagrammers and YouTubers) and their specialty such as fashion or beauty influencers. Micro-influencers were defined as followers with less than 10,000
followers but more than 1000 followers. Meso-influencers were defined as those
between 10,000 and 100,000 followers (Boerman, 2020). Macro-inﬂuencers were
deﬁned as those with 100,000 to one million followers. Mega-inﬂuencers were
deﬁned as those with more than one million followers (Inﬂuencer Marketing Hub
2020). Such follower size classiﬁcation varies by country and population size.
Marketers seek different types of inﬂuencers for collaboration to fulﬁll different
marketing purposes. For example, if the purpose of inﬂuencer marketing is to
enhance brand awareness or reach as many people as possible, working with a
macro/mega inﬂuencer is the best choice. Meanwhile, micro-inﬂuencers are
perceived to maintain an intimate relationship with their followers, and they are
more engaged and connected with their audience than macro/mega inﬂuencers
(Boerman 2020). In their investigation of the impression management of A-list
bloggers, Trammell and Keshelashvili (2005) ﬁrst identiﬁed bloggers as opinion
leaders who shared their thoughts, experiences, and politics on blogs.
Followers of the influencers consider influencers to be trustworthy and credible sources because they are authentic, approachable, and ordinary (Chapple and
Cownie 2017). Recent studies found that a product recommendation is perceived as
more credible when it is promoted by an inﬂuencer on Twitter rather than by the
brand itself in advertising and promotional messages (Jin and Phua 2014). Further,
the literature on source credibility suggests that the credibility of an endorser has
positive effects on consumers’ content acceptance (Shan et al. 2019). Furthermore,
source credibility is evaluated in three dimensions: expertise, trustworthiness, and
physical attractiveness. Social media inﬂuencers are seen to be trustworthy
because they provide user-oriented product reviews and recommend products in a
real-life setting (Schouten et al. 2019). Inﬂuencers are seen to devote themselves to
a speciﬁc domain to establish their careers, and they are perceived to be more
knowledgeable if the endorsed products ﬁt their expertise (Schouten et al. 2019).
Physical attractiveness is not always the key. It matters when the endorsed or
promoted products by the inﬂuencer are attractiveness-related (Kapitan and Silvera 2015), such as beauty products and fashion items.
Many researchers believe social media influencers were only influential in
their areas of expertise (e.g., Kolo and Haumer 2018; Lee and Eastin 2020; Peres
2020). However, social media inﬂuencers are not as limited to their own area of
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expertise. Their intimate social relationships and trustworthiness made them
inﬂuential on other social issues. Beta’s (2019) ethnography of the Internet
explored female inﬂuencers’ persuasion power over young Muslim women in
Indonesia. Instead of emphasizing inﬂuencers’ persuasion power for commercial
purposes, the article addressed young female inﬂuencers’ participation in politics
in Indonesia, in particular their inﬂuence on their followers regarding Muslim
identity and subjectivity of Muslim womanhood. Bi et al. (2018) content analysis of
Chinese veriﬁed account Weibo inﬂuencers’ inﬂuence on the expired vaccine
scandal in China showed that the inﬂuencers’ negative opinion of the scandal
greatly inﬂuenced the public’s perception on the scandal. In the content analysis
and network analysis study of Xu et al. (2014), the authors explored the topic of
opinion leaders in a political activism network on Twitter. Users with higher
connectivity were perceived to have a greater inﬂuence on the information ﬂow on
Twitter. Perceived homophily, authenticity and parasocial relationships between
inﬂuencers and their followers have been identiﬁed by researchers as the three
factors explaining the persuasiveness of inﬂuencers.
Based on the literature above and the purpose of this study, there are three
research questions are expected to be answered in this study:
1) How are US TikTok users’ demographic characteristics and general TikTok use
different from Chinese Douyin users’?
2) How are US TikTok users’ inﬂuencer video preferences different from Chinese
Douyin users’, and how do inﬂuencers inﬂuence purchase behavior in each
country?
3) Do cultural values impact TikTok/Douyin use between Chinese and US users in
terms of their time spent and the number of followers on the two platforms?

3 Methodology
A self-administrated online survey was adopted as the data collection method
for this study. The online survey is widely accepted and cost-effective and is
popular in empirical research in many fields, such as psychology, marketing,
and communication.

3.1 Sampling and Recruitment
The population of this study is the US TikTok user and the China Douyin user. The
regular TikTok/Douyin users over age 18 and following TikTok/Douyin influencers
are considered qualified participants for this study. The US sample was recruited
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through Amazon MTurk starting on January 20, 2021, and the China sample
recruitment started on Mar 29, 2021 through Survey Star. The survey for US sample
was created using the Qualtrics software with the researcher’s university logo. A
Qualtrics survey link was linked to Amazon MTurk. MTurk workers took the survey
by clicking the Qualtrics survey link and submitted the survey using the completion code randomly generated by Qualtrics. In order to ensure the result quality,
this survey was only available to Workers residing in the USA, with the approval
rate greater than 90%, which means only small portion of their HITs were rejected
before.
The data collection for the China sample started on Survey Star on March 29,
2021. Survey Star is a sample recruitment company which is similar to Qualtrics
(www.wjx.cn). The sampling pool of this survey company is large including participants in different gender, age, ethnicity, income, education level, and from
different parts in China. The Survey Star provided the full service of data collection.
Unlike MTurk, there was no direct communication between the researcher and the
respondents in China with Survey Star. The researcher only provided the questionnaire and requirement, such as gender quota, passing attention check question, as well as their survey completion time.
Finally, the research added one more criterion in selecting the final data pool
for both countries: the participant’s age. Since TikTok and Douyin users are primarily young generation and who are addicted to the Internet and social media,
the age group of qualified respondents were restricted to 18 to 49. Therefore, the
final qualified responses for the US sample were 220, for Chinese sample were 221.

3.2 Questionnaire Design
The questionnaire was initially designed in English. Then it was translated into
Chinese by the researcher, who is native Chinese. There are two ways to secure the
equivalence of items in both versions: 1) back-translation (the researcher translate
the English version into Chinese, and ask another Chinese English speaker to
translate back to English, and check if they transmit the similar/same meaning);
2) pretest (asking Chinese friends who studied/is studying in the USA to answer
questions in both versions and pointing out the translation problems in the two
questionnaires).
The questionnaire consists of four sections. First, the survey questions asked
participants’ social media use habits, influencer video use preferences, cultural
values, and demographic information. Then, after answering the demographic
question, the respondent was asked to identify an influencer they follow. Then
participants were offered three scenarios of the product their identified influencer
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endorsed. The three product categories: beauty products (female product)), foods
& drinks (gender-neutral product), and alcoholic products (male product) were
determined from Douyin’s 30-Day Popular Goods List (CBNData 2019). Therefore,
participants’ purchase behaviors were measured by three dimensions. Furthermore, a combined score of their purchase intentions was used to analyze the
inﬂuencers’ inﬂuence on participants’ purchase intentions. Finally, participants
answered the questions measuring their cultural values (individualism and power
distance).

3.3 Measures
Other than demographic information, the rest of the items used in the questionnaire mainly consisted of a five-point Likert scale adapted from past research to
address the research questions of this study.

3.4 Purchase Intention
Five items in the purchase intention scale were adopted from Lu et al. (2014). Items
include 1) “I would consider buying this product;” 2) “I have no intention to buy
this product (Reverse scored);” 3) “It is possible that I would buy this product;”
4) “I will purchase (this brand) the next time I need a (product);” 5) “If I am in need,
I will buy this (product).”

3.5 Hofstede’s Cultural Dimensions at an Individual Level
Two out of six of Hofstede’s cultural dimensions were chosen in this study
measured at an individual level: individualism and power distance because they
are most relevant to this study. Since the original scale items have been used for
decades and were work-oriented, they are inappropriate for the current study. All
the items are adopted from Yoo et al. (2011). Yoo et al. (2011) developed a 26-item
scale to measure ﬁve cultural dimensions proposed by Hofstede (1980): power
distance, uncertainty avoidance, individualism, masculinity, and long-term
orientation. The scale “shows adequate reliability, validity, and across-sample
and cross-nation generalizability” (Yoo et al. 2011, p. 193).
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3.6 Individual’s Individualism Value
Six items in the individualism scale were adopted from Yoo et al. (2011), which
measures the individualism value at an individual level, and all items were
reversed scored. Items include: 1) Individuals should sacriﬁce self-interest for the
group; 2) Individuals should stick with the group even through difﬁculties;
3) Group welfare is more important than individual rewards; 4) Group success is
more important than individual success; 5) Individuals should only pursue their
goals after considering the welfare of the group; 6) Group loyalty should be
encouraged even if individual goals suffer.

3.7 Individual’s Power Distance Value
Five items in the power distance scale were adopted from Yoo et al. (2011), which
measures the power distance value at an individual level. Items include: 1) People
in higher positions should make most decisions without consulting people in lower
positions; 2) People in higher positions should not ask the opinions of people in
lower positions too frequently; 3) People in higher positions should avoid social
interaction with people in lower positions; 4) People in lower positions should not
disagree with decisions by people in higher positions; 5) People in higher positions
should not delegate important tasks to people in lower positions.

4 Results
There were 221 Chinese respondents, 111 males and 110 females, and 220 US respondents, 116 males and 104 females. The average age of Chinese and US respondents was 29.42 and 33.17, respectively. Most Chinese respondents had two or
more years of experience of using Douyin (74.9%), and most of them spent 11–
59 min on Douyin every day (70.9%). On the other hand, most US respondents had
less than two years of experience using TikTok (68%), and most of them spent
11 min to 2 h on TikTok per day (78.9%).
Several descriptive and frequent analyses were conducted in the two samples
to examine the difference of the TikTok and Douyin users between China and the
US and how they consumed this short-video platform differently based on their
cultural differences.
The first comparable demographic information between Chinese and US
participants was their highest education degrees. All possible highest education
degrees were divided into, before high school, high school or equivalent, college
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but no degree, associate degree, bachelor’s degree, and graduate degree
(including masters’ degree and doctorate degree). Most participants earned a
bachelor’s degree in both countries (60.3 vs. 65.2%). 17.3% of US participants
earned a graduate degree, in the second place, followed by the associate degree
(7.7%), in the third place. In China, a similar number of participants earned an
associate (14.9%) or a graduate degree (11.4%), which were in the second and third
place among the answer to this question. There were 15.3% of US participants and
8.6% of Chinese participants not getting any higher education degree. Hence,
Chinese Douyin users were generally more well-educated than US TikTok users.
Most participants in both countries claimed they had either a part-time job
working 1–39 h a week or a full-time job working 40 h or more per week. The
percentage in the US was 90.9, and the percentage in China was 86. Besides, 3.2%
of US participants were full-time students, and the rest did not have a job.
Meanwhile, 12.2% of Chinese participants were full-time students, and the rest did
not have a job.
54% of US respondents lived in the city. 32.5% of them were from suburban
areas, while 13.5% of them were from rural areas. 91.5% of Chinese respondents
lived in city areas. 5% of them lived in suburban areas, and the other 3.2% of them
lived in rural areas. The result showed that most US TikTok users and Chinese
Douyin users were from city areas, and more US TikTok users were from suburban
and rural areas than Chinese Douyin users.
Income is a piece of popular demographic information in the survey questionnaire. However, how income is measured in the survey is different between
China and the US. Salary or annual income is common in US culture, and monthly
income is common in Chinese culture. Hence, in the Chinese survey, the answer to
the income question was grouped by participants’ monthly income, and in the US
survey, the answer was grouped by their annual income. There were seven answers
under each income question, starting from a low to a relatively high income. For
instance, in the Chinese survey, the lowest monthly income option was less than
1000 RMB (≈157 US dollars), and the highest monthly income option was more
than 20,000 RMB (≈3144 US dollars). In the US survey, the lowest annual income
option was less than $10,000, and the highest annual income option was more
than $150,000. Most of US participants made $25,000–$49,999 a year (30.1%),
following by $50,000–$74,999 a year (25.6%) and $75,000–$99,999 a year
(19.2%). Most of Chinese participants made 7001–10,000 RMB a month, following
by 10,001–20,000 RMB a month (25.8%) and 5001–7000 a month (19.9%). Both US
participants’ annual income and Chinese participants’ monthly income were in the
middle range of each country, and only a few of them made the lowest or highest
annual or monthly income.

352

Y. Yang

There were also differences between Chinese Douyin users and US TikTok
users regarding their time consumption on TikTok/Douyin in particular. In the
questionnaire, six time intervals started from less than 10 min to over 3 h to
measure their average time consumption on social media and TikTok/Douyin. The
most popular time intervals in the US were 31–59 min (27.9%), 11–30 min (26.9%),
and 1–2 h (26.5%), while in China, the sequence should be 1–2 h (40.7%), 31–59 min
(30.8%) and 2–3 h (12.2%). The number of participants in each time interval was
relatively equal in the US, and there was a big difference in the number of participants in each time interval in China. In both samples, less than 10 min and over
3 h were two time intervals that were least favorite, which indicated that TikTok/
Douyin was an attractive social media platform for most users, and they were
willing to spend a reasonable period in the short-video consumption on this
platform.
The experience of using TikTok/Douyin was also different between the two
samples. In the US, 100 participants (46.1%) claimed they had used TikTok for one
to two years so far, followed by less than one year (24%), two to three years (18.4%),
and more than three years (11.5%). In the Chinese sample, most participants
claimed that they had two to three years of experience of using Douyin (39.4%),
followed by more than three years (35.7%), one to two years (22.6%), and less than
one year of experience of using Douyin (2.3%). The result showed that the length of
time as a Douyin user was longer than that of a TikTok user (Table 1).
As a social media platform, socialization is a crucial feature of TikTok/Douyin.
Hence, to comprehensively understand the difference between TikTok and Douyin
users, the number of followers and the number of followings matter to this study.
Table 5 shows the number of participants’ followers on TikTok/Douyin in each
country. Participants chose one answer in the survey, which indicated the general

Table : Frequency and percentages of time spent on TikTok/Douyin per day and length of time as
a TikTok/Douyin user.
US (N = )
CH (N = )
Time spent on TikTok/Douyin
per day
. ≤  min
. – min
. – min
. – h
. – h
. >  h

 (.%)
 (.)
 (.)
 (.)
 (.)
 (.%)

 (%)
 (.%)
 (.%)
 (.%)
 (.%)
 (.%)

US (N = )
CH (N = )
Length of time as TikTok/
Douyin user
. <  yr
. – yrs
. – yrs
. >  yrs

 (.%)
 (.%)
 (.%)
 (.%)

 (.%)
 (.%)
 (.%)
 (.%)
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range of their followers on the platform. In the US sample, most participants
argued they had 51–100 followers on TikTok (21.1%), followed by over 300 followers (20.6%) and 11–50 followers (17%). In the Chinese sample, most participants had 11–50 followers on Douyin (33.9%). Fewer participants picked 51–100
followers as their answer to this question (22.6%), followed by 101–150 followers
(12.7%). Only 16 Chinese participants claimed that they had more than 300 followers on Douyin (7.2%), and 251–300 was the least favorite answer to this
question (1.8%). Overall, 51.8% of US participants had more than 100 followers on
TikTok, while 33% of Chinese participants claimed they had more than 100 followers on Douyin. This number indicated that more interaction and socialization
might happen between US TikTok users than Chinese Douyin users.
Another critical feature of TikTok/Douyin is the emerging influencers. With
this concern, this study examined users’ general TikTok/Douyin use and their
preference of influencer video consumption, and the influence of influencers’
persuasion on users’ purchase behaviors. Table 2 describes the number of
inﬂuencers followed by the participant. Most US (27.9%) and Chinese (40.7%)
samples claimed that they followed 11–50 TikTok/Douyin followers. Besides, the
answer of 51–100 inﬂuencers was the second most popular answer to this
question in the US (17.8%) and China (24%). The answer of 101–150 inﬂuencers
Table : Frequency and percentages of No. of followers and No. of following of inﬂuencers on
TikTok/Douyin.
US

. ≤ 
. –

. –

. –

. –

. –

. –

. > 

CH

No. of followers
(N = )

No. of following (influencers) (N = )

No. of followers
(N = )

No. of following (influencers) (N = )

 (.%)
 (.%)

 (.%)
 (.%)

 (.%)
 (.%)

 (.%)
 (.%)

 (.%)

 (.%)

 (.%)

 (.%)

 (.%)

 (.%)

 (.%)

 (.%)

 (.%)

 (.%)

 (.%)

 (.%)

 (.%)

 (.%)

 (.%)

 (.%)

 (.%)

 (.%)

 (.%)

 (.%)

 (.%)

 (.%)

 (.%)

 (.%)
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took third place in both US (15.5%) and Chinese (13.1%) participants. Therefore,
the preference of the number of inﬂuencers followed by TikTok/Douyin users was
relatively similar in the US and China. However, similar to the number of followers on TikTok/Douyin, more US participants (18 or 8.2%) followed more than
300 inﬂuencers than Chinese participants (6 or 2.7%). The result indicated that
US TikTok users were more likely to follow and be followed by many other TikTok
users than Chinese Douyin users.
Participants were asked to list one TikTok/Douyin influencer who was their
favorite and then identified their favorite influencers’ expertise. Influencers are a
group of TikTok/Douyin users who are content creators with a niche in specific
areas. This study categorized the influencer’s expertise into eight groups,
including music, travel, beauty, fashion, food, pet, fitness, and others. Music,
fashion, and beauty influencers on TikTok were followed by most US participants,
accounting for 25.1, 18.3, and 5.5% of the total US participants. Pet influencers were
the least favorite influencers identified by US participants (0.9%). In China,
beauty, food, and fashion influencers were most frequently identified as participants’ favorite Douyin influencers, accounting for 31.2, 27.1, and 17.2% of total
Chinese participants. Pet influencers were also the least favorite Douyin influencers, and no participant picked pet influencers as their favorite influencers,
followed by fitness influencers (0.5%).
Moreover, participants’ influencer preference was examined by their age
groups. Participants’ age range in this study was between 18 and 49, and 30 was
used as a cutoff to divide all participants into young and old age groups. Participants aged 18–29 were grouped into the young group, and participants aged 30–49
were grouped into the old group. In the US sample, the result showed that music
(22.1%), fashion (22.1%), and beauty (18.4%) influencers were the most popular
TikTok influencers, while pet influencers were the least favorite influencers (0%)
in the young age group. In the old age group, participants preferred music (27.3),
fashion (16.8%), and beauty (14%) influencers, and only two participants chose pet
influencers as their favorite influencers, which made pet influencers the least
favorite (1.4%).
In the Chinese sample, most participants in the young age group chose beauty
(35.5%), fashion (21.8%), and food (20.9) influencers to be their favorite Douyin
influencers. On the other hand, in the old age group, most participants identified
food (33.3%), beauty (27%), and fashion (12.6%) influencers as their favorite
influencers. On the other hand, only one participant in the young age group chose
fitness influencers as their favorite influencer, and no participant in this group
chose fitness influencers to be their favorite influencers. In addition, no one
identified pet and fitness influencers as their favorite ones in the Chinese old age
group.

TikTok/Douyin Use and Its Influencer Video Use

355

Table : TikTok/Douyin users’ inﬂuencer expertise preference grouped by age.
US
Age < 
(N = )
. Music
. Travel
.
Beauty
.
Fashion
. Food
. Pet
.
Fitness
. Other

Age ≥
(N = )

CH
All age
(N = )

Age < 
(N = )

Age ≥
(N = )

All age
(N = )

 (.%)  (.%)  (.%)
 (.%)
 (.%)  (.%)
 (.%)  (.%)  (.%)

 (.%)
 (.%)  (.%)
 (.%)
 (.%)
 (.%)
 (.%)  (.%)  (.%)

 (.%)  (.%)  (.%)

 (.%)  (.%)  (.%)

 (.%)
 (%)
 (.%)

 (.%)
 (.%)
 (.%)

 (.%)
 (.%)
 (.%)

 (.%)  (.%)  (.%)
 (%)
 (%)
 (%)
 (.%)
 (%)
 (.%)

 (.%)  (.%)  (.%)

 (.%)  (.%)  (.%)

Above all, the big difference of participants’ influencer expertise preference
between China and the US was their preference on music (US favorite) and food
(Chinese favorite) expertise. Besides, more US participants preferred fitness and
pet influencers to be their favorite influencers than Chinese participants (Table 3).
Participants’ purchase intentions were measured in three scenarios, and in
each scenario, they were measured by a 5-point Likert scale. So, the purchase
intention score should be ranged from 3 (unlikely to buy the product) to 15 (most
likely to buy the product). Specifically, the mean, standard deviation, and Cronbach alpha value of purchase intentions in each scenario in the two countries were
listed in Table 4. Since, in the scenario, all three products were assumed to be
endorsed by the identiﬁed inﬂuencer, the higher purchase score indicated a greater
inﬂuencer’s inﬂuence on participants’ purchase intentions. Overall, the Chinese
sample’s mean score of the combined purchase score (M = 10.81, SD = 1.61) was
higher than the mean score in the US sample (M = 10.39, SD = 1.86). In a following
t-test, the result supported the statistical signiﬁcance of the mean difference
between the two country, t (437) = −2.57, p < 0.05. Therefore, Chinese participants’
purchase intentions were perceived to be more inﬂuenced by inﬂuencers. Specifically, the mean score of purchase score of young US participants (M = 10.05,
SD = 1.65) was lower than the old participants (M = 10.56, SD = 1.95), which
indicated that participants at the old age group were more inﬂuenced by inﬂuencers than participants at the young age group in terms of the purchase intention.
In the Chinese sample, old participants’ purchase intention (M = 10.99, SD = 1.50)
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Table : Users’ purchase score grouped by users’ age and different product scenarios.
US Purchase score
N
Age < 
Age ≥
All age
Scenario cream
Scenario soda
Scenario beer

Mean

CH Purchase score

SD Cronbach’s Alpha

 . .
 . .
 . .
 . .
 . .
 . .

N

Mean

SD Cronbach’s Alpha

 . .
 . .
 . .
.  . .
.  . .
.  . .

.
.
.

was more inﬂuenced by inﬂuencers than young participants (M = 10.64, SD = 1.71),
as well. However, the t-test result only supported that age group (young/old)
mattered in the US sample, t (216) = −1.95, p = 0.05, but not in the Chinese sample,
t (219) = −1.62, p > 0.05, in terms of the mean difference of purchase score in each
country.
The above descriptive analysis was about TikTok/Douyin users’ general demographic information, and the researcher tried to understand user differences by
comparing the similarity and differences of their demographic information.
Moreover, the critical theory used in this study is Hofstede’s cultural dimension.
Since the original study of Hofstede’s cultural dimension was conducted decades
ago and in the working condition, everything has changed since then, particularly
in today’s digital age. TikTok/Douyin users are young and pioneering. Therefore,
this study tested individuals’ cultural scores instead of considering the original
cultural score for the whole country. The descriptive analysis regarding participants’ cultural dimension score (individualism and power distance) showed that,
in general, Chinese Douyin users had a higher individualism score (MChina = 2.50,
SD = 0.75, MUS = 2.43, SD = 0.90) than US TikTok users. US TikTok users had a
higher power distance score than Chinese Douyin users (MChina = 2.42, SD = 0.88,
MUS = 3.12, SD = 1.16). Moreover, a following t-test result indicated that the mean
difference of individual power distance score differed by country (China/US), t
(439) = 7.16, p < 0.01, but not for individualism score, t (439) = −0.84, p > 0.05. In
addition, the individualism scale and power distance scale consisted of six items
and ﬁve items respectively. The value for Cronbach’s Alpha for individualism scale
α = 0.82 (China), α = 0.89 (US), and the value for Cronbach’s Alpha for power
distance scale α = 0.82 (China), α = 0.92(US).
Since participants’ age mattered in this study, their cultural scores were also
examined by young and old age groups. On the US occasion, the individualism

All age

Age ≥

Age < 

Individualism
Power distance
Individualism
Power distance
Individualism
Power distance







N
.
.
.
.
.
.

Mean

Table : Individual cultural score grouped by users’ age.
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score of the young age group was higher than the old age group (Myoung = 2.49,
SD = 0.79, Mold = 2.40, SD = 0.95), and the power distance score of the old age group
was higher than the young age group (Mold = 3.15, SD = 1.19, Myoung = 3.07,
SD = 1.13). The result was similar in the Chinese sample. Young Douyin users
reported a higher score in individualism than old Douyin users in China
(Myoung = 2.57, SD = 0.76, Mold = 2.43, SD = 0.75). However, in a following t-test,
none of the ﬁndings regarding age differences (young/old) were supported.
Several regression analyses were conducted to answer the third research
question, whether there is a relational relationship between an individual’s cultural values and their TikTok/Douyin use. Cultural values were put in the equation
as predictors and users’ time spent on TikTok/Douyin and their number of followers as outcome variables to test if cultural values influenced participants’
platform use.
The data was analyzed in three conditions, the combined sample, US sample,
and Chinese sample. Firstly, to test the influence of cultural value on TikTok/
Douyin use, the result found that in the combined sample, individualism and
power distance did not impact participants’ hours spent on TikTok/Douyin per day
but did have an impact on participant’s number of followers on the two platforms
(βindividualism = −0.21, = 0.04, p < 0.01; βpowerdistance = 0.22, = 0.05, p < 0.01). US
participants’ time spent on TikTok (βindividualism = −0.21, = 0.04, p < 0.01; βpowerdistance = 0.20, = 0.04, p < 0.01) and the number of their TikTok followers (βindividualism = −0.26, = 0.07, p < 0.01; βpowerdistance = 0.28, = 0.08, p < 0.01) were inﬂuenced
by their cultural value, and this statistical signiﬁcant relation was not found in
Chinese sample (Table 6).

Table : Regression analysis between individual’s cultural values and their TikTok/Douyin use.
Combined sample
β
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China
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5 Discussion
Chinese participants spent more time on social media per day than US participants.
It is reasonable that more Chinese users preferred to spend more time on Douyin
than US users, which indicated that Chinese users were more addicted to Douyin.
One of the activities they could do on Douyin was to watch influencer videos.
Hence, their influencer preferences were also crucial for researchers to understand
their Douyin use. TikTok/Douyin featured its great potential for socialization as a
social media platform. Users could follow and be followed by other users, whether
they were ordinary users or influencers. According to the descriptive analysis
result, US users were more likely to use TikTok to socialize than Chinese users
because their average followers were more than Chinese users. However, Chinese
users had a longer experience using Douyin than US users. Most US users had one
to two years of experience using TikTok, while most Chinese users had more than
two years of experience using Douyin.
Moreover, Chinese users followed more influencers on Douyin than US users
on TikTok. It seems like US users preferred to use TikTok as a social platform and to
share great moments with their friends/followers, and Chinese users preferred to
watch influencer videos on Douyin. So Chinese users might prefer to use Douyin
when alone, and Douyin was a tool to pass the time.
Although participants consumed influencer videos on TikTok and Douyin,
their preferences for influencers’ expertise differed in each country. Most participants identified music, beauty, and fashion influencers in the US as their favorite
TikTok influencers, while most Chinese participants chose food, beauty, and
fashion influencers to be their favorite Douyin influencers. This preference was
perceived to be influenced by the cultural difference in each country. Music plays
an essential role in US pop culture. China’s food culture has lasted and developed
for thousands of years and profoundly influences Chinese in every part of China.
Participants in both countries paid much attention to beauty and fashion videos on
TikTok/Douyin. One of the reasons was that this was a young platform, and the
younger generation was the primary user. They were also significant consumers of
beauty and fashion products.
Moreover, fitness was not a popular influencer expertise in both countries, but
some US participants chose fitness influencers as their favorite influencers, and
almost no Chinese participant chose fitness influencers. It is also related to the pop
culture in each country. Americans are more aware of fitness benefits, and going to
the gym is like a daily routine to most people. In China, people’s consciousness
about fitness benefits is growing, but going to the gym or paying for fitness is still
expensive and unnecessary to many people.
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Furthermore, the study also examined how the influencer influenced TikTok/
Douyin users’ purchase intentions. Overall, Chinese participants were more
influenced by influencers than US participants. In each sample, old participants
were more influenced by influencers than young participants. It is known that
Chinese participants spent more time on Douyin than US users on TikTok, and also,
most Chinese participants had a longer time experience using Douyin than US
participants. So, they had a solid commitment to this platform and were more
willing to trust the influencer and more likely to be persuaded by the influencer. In
addition, young users had more experience using the Internet and social media,
and there were more ways to get information. Hence, old users were more easily
persuaded by influencers than young users. Therefore, when they came to make a
purchase decision on social media, they would have more considerations than old
generations.
The individual cultural score in this study was opposite to Hofstede’s country
scores. According to Hofstede’s Insights (2021), the power distance score of China
and the US is 80 and 40, respectively, and the individualism score of the two
countries is 20 and 91, respectively. In general, China was a collectivist country
with high power distance score, and the US was an individualist country with low
power distance score. However, everything has been changing since 1980.
Incredibly, in line with the rapid development of the Internet, people’s lifestyle,
their way of knowing the world, and cultural values may change as well. The result
of this study reassured the change of people’s cultural values. US TikTok users
reported a higher power distance score and a lower individualism score than
Chinese Douyin users. The result was different from when Hofstede ﬁrst examined
cultural dimension scores in China and the US. Although participants in this study
are general people from different industries and backgrounds, and it is different
from Hofstede’s study, the result of this study still illustrated the change of people’s cultural values over time.
The difference between Hofstede’s country scores and individual cultural
value scores may be explained by age difference. According to Statista (2021), users
aged 10–19, 20–29, 30–39, and 40–49 accounted for nearly 80% of active TikTok
users in the US, and speciﬁcally, each age group accounted for about 20% of active
users. According to Oceanengine (2019), Chinese Douyin users were balanced
between men (52.2%) and women (47.8%), and users aged under 35 accounted for
70% of active Douyin users. Therefore, most TikTok and Douyin users are younger
than the average age quota in the US and China. In particular, the average age of
the US sample is older than the Chinese sample, which may be a reason why the US
sample has a higher power distance score than the Chinese sample. Besides, due to
China’s single-child policy, most post-80 (born between 1980 and 1989) and post90 (1990–1999) generations in China were born under the single child policy. They
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possessed all resources of their family, and they were not aware of social inequality
or class difference in their times, which could be another reason to explain why
they reported a relatively low power distance score in this study.
Moreover, the young generations are more open to new things, challenges,
and perceptions. They are more globalized and pay more attention to their personal needs rather than being trapped by social norms than their parents or
grandparents. That is why China’s post-90s generation has been criticized as the
selfish generation. They pursue a world with equal opportunity for everyone
instead of men leading the world, and they are intolerant of gender inequality or
discrimination. Also, they grow up with the Internet to know the outside world at
an early age, which also lays a foundation for them to get rid of some old traditional
ideas and accept fresh and reasonable new ideas in the future. Besides, in the past
couple of decades, due to the rapid development of China’s economy, China has
become more open to the world than many other countries and looks for cooperation opportunities with the rest of the world, so Chinese people have more opportunities to know the world and adopt new ideas and technologies. Hence, the
open mind of Chinese people and age groups are perceived to be factors that can
partly explain why the result regarding the cultural value is not following the
original Hofstede’s cultural dimension scores.
The contradiction between TikTok/Douyin users’ individualism and power
distance score and the prior literature can also be explained by the concept of value
paradoxes proposed by De Mooij (2005) in her book, Global Marketing and Advertising Understanding Cultural Paradoxes. She argued that value paradoxes existed
within and between cultures. For example, the US is an individualistic country, and
there is also a need to belong to its people. She also noted the difference between a
desirable life and the desired life. The former indicated the life and value people
ought to have because they lived in a particular society. The latter represented the
life people wanted to have or the thing they wanted to do. Moreover, it was expected
that human beings always wanted something they did not have, and others did
have. For example, China is a collectivist society, but the Chinese want individual
success and self-promotion instead of group or national glory.
The regression analysis found a predictable relationship between participants’
cultural values and TikTok use in the US sample. People’s individualistic values
negatively predicted their time spent on TikTok and the number of followers.
Although US participants claimed a lower individualism score than Chinese participants, the US is known as an individualistic country in general. TikTok is featured
by its trends and memes, and its algorithm promotes videos all the time based on the
data they track. Hence, the more you are attached to this platform, the more you are
influenced by others, which contradicts the core value of individualism.
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Moreover, the more friends or followers people have on TikTok, the bigger
online community they are building. People with similar interests and preferences
come together, and it is easy for them to feel they belong to this community or
group. When their group value increases, their individualism value is reduced.
Furthermore, no relationship was found between Chinese participants’ cultural
values and their Douyin use. This study noted that cultural dimensions might be a
helpful framework to explain US TikTok user behaviors. However, more frameworks should be explored to investigate the mechanism of Chinese Douyin user
behaviors.

6 Theoretical and Practical Implications
6.1 Theoretical Implications
This research makes several theoretical contributions. First, the researcher explores the difference of TikTok and Douyin use between the US and China through
the theoretical lens of Hofstede’s cultural dimensions theory. As a successful
global social media platform based in China, TikTok/Douyin is attracting more
scholars’ attention to its great potential to make a tremendous global influence. It
is also an essential social media platform to make cross-cultural comparisons,
especially the cultural difference between West and east countries. Hofstede’s
cultural dimensions theory has been examined for decades in cross-cultural
studies. Although some of the original findings do not match today’s situation, it is
valuable to see how scholars have developed and redeveloped this theory over the
decades. This study focused on two cultural dimensions—individualism and power distance. Moreover, the two cultural dimensions were measured at an individual level. The result is opposite to original Hofstede’s cultural dimension scores
regarding the individualism and power distance score of China and the US.
The result indicates that China has a higher score in individualism than the US,
and the US has a higher power distance score than China. It reminds us that
cultural values have been changing over time, and there is a need to examine and
reexamine Hofstede’s cultural dimensions theory under different conditions.
Notably, many cross-cultural studies explore this theory in the social media or
Internet condition. Therefore, there will be more considerations when applying it.
Moreover, this study explores correlations between TikTok/Douyin users’ demographic information, their TikTok/Douyin use preference and their cultural
value scores. The result finds that demographic information and TikTok/Douyin
use preference correlate with an individual’s individualism and power distance
scores. Hence, social media use has been an essential factor influencing users’
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cultural values. In future research, there is a need to observe and examine how
social media use influences individuals’ cultural values in society.

6.2 Practical Implications
The current study is a pioneer study that focuses on a comparable social media
platform, Douyin/TikTok, with exact features but targeting different audiences.
First, advertising and marketing agencies should pay adequate attention to cultural factors when planning to launch marketing campaigns or cooperate with
influencers on social media platforms in different cultures. This study provides a
very in-detail comparison between US TikTok and Chinese Douyin users, including
their general demographic information, TikTok/Douyin use preference and cultural values. The comparison and analysis help marketing practitioners better
understand this social media platform, its users, and how culture influences their
use preference and their behaviors on this platform. Moreover, besides the general
social media use information, this study also points out users’ influencer video
consumption preference and how users’ purchase behavior is influenced by the
influencer, which will inspire influencer marketing practitioners to conduct more
effective influencer marketing practices.
The result suggests that US participants prefer to socialize on TikTok, and most
of them have more followers than their Chinese counterparts, Chinese participants
prefer to follow more Douyin influencers, and also, they may consume the influencer video alone. Hence, socialization is not the Chinese users’ priority on
Douyin. Instead, they pass the time and get information on Douyin alone, and they
are more likely to be persuaded by influencers to buy products. Meanwhile, US
participants spend time on TikTok to communicate, share information, exchange
ideas, and build their communities. So, less attention is paid to influencers’
persuasion videos.
Moreover, in both countries, old users are more easily persuaded by influencers than young users. By knowing this, marketing practitioners should pay
attention to audience age when they launch any TikTok/Douyin campaigns or
when they cooperate with influencers on the platform. Besides, they should
consider the aim of their influencer marketing; for example, in the Chinese market,
it is feasible to persuade the audience to buy the endorsed or promoted product,
and in the US market, it is better to share a positive user experience or some
embedded funny videos rather than directly persuade the audience to buy the
product. Finally, the most popular type of TikTok influencers in the US are music,
fashion, and beauty influencers, and the most popular type of Douyin influencers
in China are food, fashion, and beauty influencers. So, cooperating with those
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kinds of influencers in each market is expected to reach the most considerable
success of influencer marketing.

7 Limitation
The primary limitation of this study is the implications of the convenience samples.
The third-party platform recruited participants in both countries with specific requirements, such as TikTok/Douyin users and the gender quota. Hence, the sample
used in this study cannot represent the general population in each country, which
means the individual cultural score in this study may not be able to explain the
cultural value of the whole country. For example, Chinese participants claimed a
higher individualism score than US participants, and US participants claimed a
higher power distance than Chinese participants, which contradicts the prior
literature. This result may be due to the non-representative samples. Therefore,
future research regarding TikTok/Douyin user behaviors should try to recruit a
more representative sample.

8 Conclusion
This cross-country comparison explored the different use preference of TikTok/
Douyin between the US and Chinese participants from the perspective of Hofstede’s cultural dimensions theory. The study revealed people’s perception of the
cultural value (individualism and power distance) in China and the US. The
findings noted the change in cultural values in Chinese and US participants.
Hofstede’s cultural scores measured three decades ago showed that China and the
US were evidently different in the individualism and power distance score. The US
had a much higher individualism score and a lower power distance score.
Nevertheless, this study found that US participants claimed a higher power distance and lower individualism score. The reason can be explained by the age
difference, the One Child policy in China, and the cultural paradoxes in each
culture. Moreover, the study provides a detailed comparison between TikTok and
Douyin users in each country. In addition, Hofstede’s cultural dimensions theory is
a suitable framework to explain the reason for US TikTok users’ user behavior
instead of Chinese Douyin users’ behavior online. Therefore, future research
should investigate other frameworks in the cross-country comparison between
China and the US.

TikTok/Douyin Use and Its Influencer Video Use

365

Research funding: This work was funded by Bowling Green State University,
School of Media and Communication Excellence Award.

References
An, Daechun & Sanghoon Kim. 2006. Relating Hofstede’s masculinity dimension to gender role
portrayals in advertising. International Marketing Review 24(2). 181–207.
Asia Travel Club. 2020. Tap into China market with Douyin inﬂuencers [online]. https://www.
asiatravelclub.com/douyin-inﬂuencers/ (Accessed 9 June 2021).
Balakrishnan, Vimala, Kung Keat Teoh, Tahereh Pourshaﬁe Flinders & Teik Kooi Liew. 2017. Social
media and their use in learning: A comparative analysis between Australia and Malaysia from
the learners’ perspectives. Australasian Journal of Educational Technology 33(1). 81–96.
Beta, Annisa R. 2019. Commerce, piety and politics: Indonesian young Muslim women’s groups as
religious inﬂuencers. New Media & Society 21(10). 2140–2159.
Bi, Nicky Chang, Ruonan Zhang & Louisa Ha. 2018. The government’s public health crisis response
strategies and online opinion leaders in China: A case study of the 2016 illegal expired
vaccine scandal. China Media Research 13(2). 16–28.
Boerman, Sophie C. 2020. The effects of the standardized instagram disclosure for micro- and
meso-inﬂuencers. Computers in Human Behavior 103. 199–207.
Campaign. 2019. TikTok: Social media in the fast lane. Campaignlive.com. https://www.
campaignlive.com/article/tiktok-social-media-fast-lane/1664567 (Accessed 22 April 2021).
Chapple, Callum & Fiona Cownie. 2017. An investigation into viewers’ trust in and response
towards disclosed paid-for-endorsements by YouTube lifestyle vloggers. Journal of
Promotional Communications 5(2). 110–136.
Chen, Ying. 2019. Reﬂection on short video advertising in the new media era—An example of
TikTok. View on Publishing 16. 68–70 (In Chinese).
Cho, Seong Eun. 2010. A cross-cultural comparison of Korean and *American social network sites:
Exploring cultural differences in social relationships and self-presentation (PhD). New Jersey:
The State University of Rutgers.
Choi, Sejung Marina, Yoojung Kim, Yongjun Sung & Dongyoung Sohn. 2011. Bridging or bonding?
Information, Communication & Society 14(1). 107–129.
Chu, Shu-Chuan & Sejung Marina Choi. 2011. Electronic word-of-mouth in social networking sites:
A cross-cultural study of the United States and China. Journal of Global Marketing 24(3).
263–281.
Cuesta-Valiño, Pedro, Pablo Gutiérrez-Rodríguez & Patricia Durán-Álamo. 2022. Why do people
return to video platforms? Millennials and centennials on TikTok. Media and Communication
10(1). 198–207.
DeAndrea, David C., Allison S. Shaw & Timothy R. Levine. 2010. Online language: The role of
culture in self-expression and self-construal on Facebook. Journal of Language and Social
Psychology 29(4). 425–442.
Dhanesh, Ganga & Gaelle Duthler. 2019. Relationship management through social media
inﬂuencers: Effects of followers’ awareness of paid endorsement. Public Relations Review
45(3). 101765.

366

Y. Yang

Dudarenok, Ashely. 2021. Chinese inﬂuencer marketing: Why Chinese bloggers sell so well on
social media – Retail in Asia. Retail In Asia. https://retailinasia.com/headline/chineseinﬂuencer-marketing-why-chinese-bloggers-sell-so-well-on-social-media/.
Fietkiewicz, Kaja J., Elmar Lins & Adheesh Budree. 2018. Investigating the generation- and genderdependent differences in social media use: A cross-cultural study in Germany, Poland and
South Africa. Social Computing and Social Media, Technologies and Analytics 10914.
183–200.
Freberg, Karen, Kristin Graham, Karen McGaughey & Laura A. Freberg. 2011. Who are the social
media inﬂuencers? A study of public perceptions of personality. Public Relations Review
37(1). 90–92.
Ge, Jiaoju, Yuepeng Sui, Xiaofeng Zhou & Guoxin Li. 2020. Effect of short video ads on sales
through social media: The role of advertisement content generators. International Journal of
Advertising 40(6). 870–896.
Grieve, Rachel. 2017. Unpacking the characteristics of snapchat users: A preliminary investigation
and an agenda for future research. Computers in Human Behavior 74. 130–138.
Gupta, Vipin, Paul J. Hanges & Peter Dorfman. 2002. Cultural clusters: Methodology and ﬁndings.
Journal of World Business 37(1). 11–15.
Hargittai, Eszter. 2007. Whose space? Differences among users and non-users of social network
sites. Journal of Computer-Mediated Communication 13(1). 276–297.
Hofstede, Geert H. 1980. Culture’s Consequences: International differences in work-related
values. Beverly Hills, CA: Sage.
Hofstede, Geert H. 2001. Culture’s consequences: Comparing values, behaviors, institutions, and
organizations across nations. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.
Hofstede Insights. 2021. Country comparison – Hofstede Insights [online]. https://www.hofstedeinsights.com/country-comparison/china,the-usa/ (accessed 2 June 2021).
Inﬂuencer Marketing Hub. 2020. 80 inﬂuencer marketing statistics for 2020. https://
inﬂuencermarketinghub.com/inﬂuencer-marketing-statistics/ (accessed 25 November
2020).
Jackson, Linda A. & Jin-Liang Wang. 2013. Cultural differences in social networking site use: A
comparative study of China and the United States. Computers in Human Behavior 29(3).
910–921.
Jin, Seung-A. Annie & Joe Phua. 2014. Following celebrities’ tweets about brands: The impact of
Twitter-based electronic word-of-mouth on consumers’ source credibility perception, buying
intention, and social identiﬁcation with celebrities. Journal of Advertising 43(2). 181–195.
Kapitan, Sommer & David H. Silvera. 2015. From digital media inﬂuencers to celebrity endorsers:
Attributions drive endorser effectiveness. Marketing Letters 27(3). 553–567.
Kaye, D. Bondy Valdovinos, Xu Chen & Jing Zeng. 2020. The co-evolution of two Chinese mobile
short video apps: Parallel platformization of Douyin and TikTok. Mobile Media &
Communication 9(2). 229–253.
Kim, Kyung-Sun, Sei-Ching Joanna Sin & Yuqi He. 2013. Information seeking through social media:
Impact of user characteristics on social media use. Proceedings of the American Society for
Information Science and Technology 50(1). 1–4.
Kolo, Castulus & Florian Haumer. 2018. Social media celebrities as inﬂuencers in brand
communication an empirical study on inﬂuencer content, its’ advertising relevance and
audience expectations. Journal of Digital & Social Media Marketing 7(4). 332–343.

TikTok/Douyin Use and Its Influencer Video Use

367

Lee, Jung Ah & Matthew S. Eastin. 2020. I like what she’s #endorsing: The impact of female social
media inﬂuencers’ perceived sincerity, consumer envy, and product type. Journal of
Interactive Advertising 20(1). 76–91.
Lu, Xinyu. 2018. Cultural differences in consumer engagement in brand-related SNS groups: A
cross-cultural study of China and the United States. Journal of Global Marketing 31(5).
295–307.
De Mooij, Marieke. 2005. Global marketing and advertising understanding cultural paradoxes.
London: Sage.
Mancosu, Moreno & Giuliano Bobba. 2019. Using deep-learning algorithms to derive basic
characteristics of social media users: The Brexit campaign as a case study. PLoS One 14(1).
e0211013.
De Mooij, Marieke. 1998. Global marketing and advertising. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.
Newberry, Christina. 2021. Inﬂuencer Marketing Guide: How to work with inﬂuencers. Available at:
https://blog.hootsuite.com/inﬂuencer-marketing/.
Patrick, Michel S. 2018. TikTok video app has become a petri dish for youth culture. https://www.
japantimes.co.jp/news/2018/08/25/national/media-national/tiktok-video-appbecomepetri-dish-youth-culture/#.XIda5ohKjid (accessed 25 April 2022).
Peres, Louise. 2020. Inﬂuencer marketing: How to run successful and authentic video campaigns
with creators. Journal of Digital & Social Media Marketing 7(4). 314–320.
Scott, Graham G., Lara Jade Conlon & Claire Wilson. 2020. Facebook reactions: How are they used
and which personality factors predict their use? The Journal of Social Media in Society 9(2).
190–213.
Scherr, Sebastian & Kexin Wang. 2021. Explaining the success of social media with gratiﬁcation
niches: Motivations behind daytime, nighttime, and active use of TikTok in China. Computers
in Human Behavior 124. 106893.
Shan, Yan, Kuan-Ju Chen & Kuan-Ju Lin. 2019. When social media inﬂuencers endorse brands: The
effects of self-inﬂuencer congruence, parasocial identiﬁcation, and perceived endorser
motive. International Journal of Advertising 39(5). 590–610.
Sheldon, Pavica, Philipp A. Rauschnabel, Mary Grace Antony & Sandra Car. 2017. A cross-cultural
comparison of Croatian and American social network sites: Exploring cultural differences in
motives for Instagram use. Computers in Human Behavior 75. 643–651.
Schouten, Alexander P., Loes Janssen & Maegan Verspaget. 2019. Celebrity vs. Inﬂuencer
endorsements in advertising: The role of identiﬁcation, credibility, and product-endorser ﬁt.
International Journal of Advertising 39(2). 258–281.
Statista. 2021. U.S. Tiktok users by age 2021. Statista. Available at: https://www.statista.com/
statistics/1095186/tiktok-us-users-age.
Su, Zhenhua, Qian Zhou, Yanyu Ye & Dongxiao Li. 2021. How the media construct happiness under
cultural perspective in China: Through collectivistic and individualistic values. Social Science
Quarterly 102(6). 2619–2639.
Sun, Li, Haoqi Zhang, Songyang Zhang & Jiebo Luo. 2020. Content-based analysis of the cultural
differences between TikTok and Douyin. In 2020 IEEE International Conference on Big Data
(Big Data), 2020, 4779–4786.
Swigger, Nathaniel. 2012. The online citizen: Is social media changing citizens’ beliefs about
democratic values? Political Behavior 35(3). 589–603.
Trammell, Kaye D. & Ana Keshelashvili. 2005. Examining the new inﬂuencers: A self-presentation
study of A-list blogs. Journalism & Mass Communication Quarterly 82(4). 968–982.

368

Y. Yang

Triandis, Harry C., Robert Bontempo, Marcelo J. Villareal, Masaaki Asai & Nydia Lucca. 1988.
Individualism and collectivism: Cross-cultural perspectives on self-ingroup relationships.
Journal of Personality and Social Psychology 54(2). 323–338.
Venaik, Sunil, Yunxia Zhu & Paul Brewer. 2013. Looking into the future: Hofstede long term
orientation versus GLOBE future orientation. Cross Cultural Management: An International
Journal 20(3). 361–385.
Xu, Weiai Wayne, Yoonmo Sang, Stacy Blasiola & Han Woo Park. 2014. Predicting opinion leaders
in Twitter activism networks. American Behavioral Scientist 58(10). 1278–1293.
Yoo, Booghee, Naveen Donthu & Tomasz Lenartowicz. 2011. Measuring Hofstede’s ﬁve
dimensions of cultural values at the individual level: Development and validation of
CVSCALE. Journal of International Consumer Marketing 23. 193–210.
Zhou, Qiyang. 2019. Understanding user behaviors of creative practice on short video sharing
platforms – A case study of TikTok and Bilibili (PhD). University of Cincinnati.
2019 Douyin Statistic Report. CBNData (2020). https://cbndata.com/report/2168/detail?
isReading=report&page=13&readway=stand (accessed 14 December 2020).

Online Media Glob. Commun. 2022; 1(2): 369–386

Research Article
Anthony Fung*, Milan Ismangil, Wei He and Shule Cao

If I’m not Streaming, I’m not Earning:
Audience Relations and Platform Time on
Douyin
https://doi.org/10.1515/omgc-2022-0001
Received January 7, 2022; accepted May 22, 2022; published online June 14, 2022

Abstract
Purpose: This article explores how platforms reorganize our sense of everyday
life. The platformization of everyday life means a changing relation to what we do
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Originality/value: Rather than being liberated, creators are restricted by a new
form of time that offers the possibilities of freedom within the confines of the
platform. Rather than having fixed working hours, creators are self-regulating as
streaming hours and upload times demand certain patterns to increase one’s
following and make a living, while as creators, they must also try to understand
their audience and the platform algorithm.
Keywords: TikTok, Douyin, platformization, China, algorithm, platforms, digital
labor, influencers

1 Introduction
What is the primary motivation for the creation of content among some of the top
content creators on the Chinese social media platform Douyin? Based on interviews with fifty high profile Douyin creators in China, we found that the pursuit
for independence is the primary motivation for content creation. Rather than
becoming (micro) celebrities or wealthy individuals, it is stable income and (labor)
independence that is most sought after.
Rather than liberating users and creators however, platforms restrict them in
different ways. We discuss two concepts, abstract audiences and platform time,
which helped us understand platform–labor relations. We argue that while there is
the illusion that audiences are closer than ever to the content creator in terms of
engagement, at the same time, they are abstracted through platform analytics,
meaning that they are reduced to statistics provided to content creators. Platform
time is a new form of time that offers the possibilities of freedom within the
confines of the platform. Rather than having fixed working hours, the interviewees
noted that they were self-regulating as streaming hours and upload times demand
certain patterns to increase one’s following and make a living, while at the same
time, as creators, they have to try to understand their audience and the platform
algorithm.
Abstracted audiences refer to the audience of platforms, which like the platforms themselves, are always on. The audience never leaves. Rather than being
engaged with something at set moments (a concert, book signing, television
schedule, etc.), the audience is always present on platforms. The abstraction of
audiences is not a new phenomenon as institutions in a sense have created the
television audience (Ang 2006). The classic models of audience as agent, mass, or
outcome (Webster 1998) might still apply on social media. What is different,
however, is that these models are now generated instantly and constantly for
individual users and creators. Through comments and subscriptions, the platform
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creator is constantly aware of their audience and their relationship to the audience.
Instant feedback presents the content creator with a dilemma: Do I use these tools
to shape the content according to possible audience preferences, or do I follow my
own path? Creative isolation is more difﬁcult for the more traditional content
creators while impossible for live streamers as constant feedback is the norm. Each
power user has become a miniature media company without being privileged to
the same amount of information or control that traditional media companies might
have.

2 Changing Concepts of Audiences and Time in
Platform Labor
“What do you think was the reason you grew to one million fans these two months?”
“No idea, I am also very curious about it” (Interviewee 431).

Platformization, Poell et al. (2019, p. 6) note, “leads to the (re-)organization of
cultural practices around platforms, while these practices simultaneously shape a
platform’s institutional dimensions”. Lin and De Kloet (2019) discussed platformization in the context of China, arguing that it produces an “unlikely” creative
class, enabling Chinese youth outside of the establishment to become creative
workers. We are currently in a process of platformization as platforms come to
dominate nearly every aspect of our lives, from how we navigate ourselves in the
outside world, to how we buy food, talk to people, ﬁnd romance, plan holidays,
and ﬁnd jobs. With streaming technologies and platforms, a new chapter in the
commodiﬁcation of everyday life has begun. It is now possible through livestreams
to stream one’s entire life online as everyday activities, such as walking or
gardening, are monetized. In the case of consumer hobbies, such as video games
and popular culture, a double process of commodiﬁcation occurs, as the content
creator must ﬁrst consume, after which their content is consumed by fans. Consumer hobbies (video games, ﬁlms, and entertainment) are consumed by the
streamer who then “sells” their product (streaming content and afﬁliated
merchandizing) to the viewer.
The spread of the Internet and mobile phones has led to an “atomization” in
modern society as cultural industries have become dominated by the information
technology (IT) sector (Hesmondhalgh and Meier 2018). This represents an evolution from domestic household consumption to individual and targeted mobile
consumption patterns seen on platforms, such as Facebook and TikTok. This
means that platforms are shaped by the individualized masses. Platforms are not
neutral entities; they actively shape content. This can happen through more
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passive choices, such as website design and algorithms (recommended videos,
searching keywords), or through more active engagement, such as direct content
moderation, content restrictions, or the promotion of certain accounts (Gillespie
2018).

2.1 Wanghong and Platform Micro Celebrities or Daily
Laborers?
With the growth of the Internet in China, a new phenomenon is the emergence of
Wanghong, a term used for Internet celebrities. As many of the Douyin creators we
interviewed would qualify as Wanghong, a brief explanation is in order. In China,
Wanghong (網紅) is a term used for those who have become famous traditionally
or through the Internet. They are savvy people who manage to make money off the
Internet, similar to inﬂuencers in the English language, who use social media to
promote a speciﬁc lifestyle and garner a proﬁt through marketing and merchandizing. The term refers to both established traditional celebrities and Internet
celebrities. Wanghongs can range from micro-celebrities to those who made it big
on the Internet and inﬂuence the wider social discourse (Xu and Zhao 2019).
Despite the draw of celebrity culture, becoming famous does not seem to be the
main goal for many creators in China as Li and de Kloet (2019) explained in the case
of Kuaishou (快手), another Chinese social media app. They noted how users and
creators aim to become self-sufﬁcient within their means instead of aiming high
toward achieving superstardom. This perspective was also corroborated by our
interviews. It is a more down-to-earth goal, where social media is used simply to
sustain oneself. This is especially the case in rural China, where there are fewer
economic opportunities often necessitating that people move to cities.
While social media is not always a way to become rich and famous, it could
also be an alternative way to support oneself. Discussing the crowdfunding website Patreon, Regner (2020) noted how crowdfunding can take the form of monthly
voluntary donations. On that platform, patrons might provide a creator with a
valuable, more direct way of funding than advertising, which is less certain in
terms of income. Advertising could even have a negative impact on the creator’s
reputation because their audience might be opposed to commercials. Patreon
functions as mass patronage; instead of one Maecenas, there are many spread all
over the world, which are anonymous to the content creator. These digital or
hidden patrons fund or donate their money to support the content they enjoy, often
gaining access to special donator-only content. Discussing fame versus monetary
gain, Fietkiewicz et al. (2018) noted how streamers are motivated differently, some
pursuing fame while older streamers in general aspire toward ﬁnancial gain.
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Considering platform labor in this way, the matter of success is relative. Living off
one’s online content is a form of success.
The ability to live online, be online, and earn online, either through democratized mass patronage or through advertising and monetization that is offered by
platforms, has become an option for many people. While the focus of platforms is
often on the superstars who attract imitators who aspire to be like them, we should
not forget that there are many who simply use these platforms as a day-to-day job
to secure their own labor independence. Our findings show that the stability of
labor and income is a critical issue.

2.2 Labor Time, Free Time, and Platform Time
If one earns a living by means of platforms, they rely on platform time which means
they spend a lot of time on the platforms to achieve their goals. Creators are
thinking in platform time, similarly to how we might plan our day around television or radio broadcasts, as now platform time influences our day-to-day existence. As the data from our interviews demonstrate, it is not enough to simply
upload; rather, constant uploading is necessary to maintain oneself in the affective
social media economy (Woodcock and Johnson 2019). Platform time differs per
creator, and for streamers, platform time is the amount of time they spend
streaming on the platform, which is similar to how a worker spends time at the
workplace. For those who post content, platform time inﬂuences how their content
will be received by the platform. Creators will try to determine the optimal time to
post their content and the best way to game the algorithm and increase their
audience share.
While content creators gain a certain independence over their own time as they
dictate their own work and free time, this time has simultaneously become blurred.
If all time is potential earning time, then what does this mean for a content creator’s
own independence since they theoretically would be always “on the clock”? This
brings us to Adorno (2001) who noted the “razor sharp division” between free time
and work time. He argued that free time should not resemble work time in order to
(presumably) be able to work more efﬁciently in work time. Free time is something
that is not in a person’s control; it is deﬁned by working time and organized by the
culture (leisure) industry. “Organized freedom is compulsory”, Adorno argued,
because it is arranged by the larger socioeconomic structures of society (in Adorno’s case the culture industry). Capitalist productivity both increases and commodiﬁes “disposable time” (Fisher and Fuchs 2015). As disposable or leisure time
gains earning potential, the concept of work changes.
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Online social life is a new site for commercial surveillance where work and
play are molded together to be exploited by corporations (Scholz 2013). Work,
according to Krempl and Beyes (2011, p. 469), “can be understood as the contradictory relationship of meaning and function from the moment it stopped being
postulated a forced necessity and came to be seen as a potentially satisfying mode
of fulﬁlment”. If we consider platform labor as meaning making, which, we found,
the interviews certainly supported, then we can recast this as a type of digital labor.
Considering different approaches to the economy and well-being, Hesmondhalgh (2017) discussed the idea of a moral economy, well-being (ﬂourishing), and
capabilities. This corresponds to Keat’s (2000) idea of media as a meta-good/
discourse, meaning that media can “develop people’s capacities to make judgements about the nature and possibility of wellbeing”. (p. 211). This is the deﬁnition
of ﬂourishing as being capable (hence, having capabilities) “to do certain things,
should they choose to”, and people’s capabilities to ﬂourish by giving an account
of themselves (with their own voices). This is independence in two ways, ﬁrstly,
independence of time, as people are allowed and able to determine their own hours
and what they do with those hours. Secondly, it is independence of vision or
creative freedom, where one is free to follow whichever direction seems fruitful.
Thus, the continuous labor of websites has shifted to the need to maintain a social
media presence.
The ubiquitous nature of streaming allows the everyday to be projected online
and, if popular enough, transforms it into a commodity. This has led to a new kind
of economy that Scolari (2019) termed the “inspirational economy”, in which
connections, comparison between users, continual investment by the creator, and
novelty are paramount for creators to survive on these platforms. Terranova (2000)
noted how these new types of labor form part of the process by which knowledge,
culture, and affect are new sites for the extraction of monetary value. According to
Terranova, the Internet has created a more ﬂexible workforce with free exploitable
labor that is easily accessible worldwide. These workers perform immaterial labor
that is not speciﬁc to any class formation.

3 Case Study: The Chinese Power Users of Douyin
[抖音]
Douyin, the Chinese version of TikTok, is a short video and livestream app
launched in 2016 that allows users to record videos with a maximum length of
1 min. Within the app, there are numerous ways to edit videos, which differentiates
it from previous video apps. As of February 2020, Douyin had around 400 million
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daily active users in China, thus making it one of the most popular apps in the
world. Douyin’s Western version, TikTok, enjoys similar popularity; it was the
sixth most downloaded application (app) from 2010 to 2020 (Rayome 2019). TikTok
has been the subject of several controversies, especially regarding privacy and
data collection (Gaouette and Browne 2019).
In China, mobile phone Internet services are used at a scale not seen in any
other country, where even rural markets feature printed QR codes for easy payment
to e-wallet accounts. In this context, the development of streaming services has
been massively popular, and China features many unique streaming websites and
apps, such as Douyin, HuoMao (火貓), and Bilibili. For a long time, the Chinese
Internet has been contained within China, with little success outside of the diaspora of apps and software developed in that country. This has been changing, and
the success of TikTok as one of the most downloaded apps in Europe and North
America in 2018 shows how Chinese Internet companies like ByteDance are going
global. This is also true for infrastructure, video games, or e-commerce businesses,
such as Tencent (League of Legends, WeChat), NetEase, and Alibaba (Alipay). In
China, the use of and familiarity with social media apps is a way to show one’s
modern lifestyle (Lu and Lu 2019; Wang 2016). Social media apps, such as QQ,
Weibo, and WeChat, are used by people to distinguish themselves as being
modern. As one app replaces the other, keeping up to date with the latest and
greatest serves to align oneself with a modern, fashionable identity.
The interviewees most often desired stability. Rather than becoming famous or
rich, most of them said they simply wanted to be independent, free to continue
their pursuits. The new possibilities of a combination of advertisements, mass
patronage, and fan sales lead to new interactions between the creators and their
audience. Perhaps labor is the wrong word for the type of activities described in our
interviews. Everything from farming to photography, animation, and playing
video games for a living somehow fall under this umbrella term. Under the conditions provided by Douyin, according to the interviewees, time and effort spent
did not directly translate into money or the number of fans gained. Most of them
stated that independence and value or belief in their own work were the most
important factors for them as creators. Despite the conditions, this shows that they
are flourishing because they can use their own skills and talents to make a living.
We found that for most of the interviewees, the positive developments of nonmaterial goods evolved from the creators’ passion projects and that they spread
their excitement and passion via the platform.
Local conditions to flourish have emerged because platforms such as Douyin
have suddenly become a viable option for people to make a living. Precarity is still
a major issue, however. The argument can be made that before there were platforms, creative workers had to deal with a market that could be as unclear or vague
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as the algorithms that dominate these platforms. Unlike previously, platform
creators must now contend with abstract mathematics and technologies to have a
voice. On a practical level, they need to be able to understand and engage with the
platform and its obscure inner workings to profit from it.

3.1 Method
This study is based on 50 interviews held with the some of the top Douyin users in
China. Douyin is the first made-from-China short video app that has enjoyed
widespread success outside the Chinese Internet (Yang and Jing 2019). Worldwide,
it is popular primarily among youth, with 800 million users in 2019, of which 40%
were under the age of 20 (Mohsin 2020). The popularity of Douyin in China demonstrates how that country’s economy is changing as it moves toward digital,
intangible ways of being as well as digital ways of making a living. Its explosive
popularity in China shows the spread of and integration with the digital environment in a country with the world’s largest number of Internet users. Similar to
streaming or video platforms, such as Twitch or YouTube, Douyin allows its users
to earn money from commercials, sponsorships, and product placement. The app
has built-in market integration, which allows users to buy the products seen in
videos through either direct sales links or product placements within the platform
itself.
This study was a collaboration between Douyin of ByteDance, headquartered
in Beijing, and a team of researchers. Based on data from ByteDance, we combined
hashtags of short videos and categorized them into 10 different occupational
clusters; Beauty, Health, Education, Food, Travel, Pets, Animation, Fashion,
Talent, and Celebrities. Excluding commercial corporate and inactive accounts, we
identified content creators with more than 10,000 followers so as to select creators
who have had sufficient activities and strong motivation to operate their short
video channel. This yielded a sample of 121,234 users or content creators. With the
help of Douyin, a survey questionnaire was sent to these users during July 2019
with 2375 creators responding. To differentiate them from general users, we will
use the term creators to designate them throughout the article.
Fifty creators were selected with their consent for an in-depth interview with
ByteDance helping to contact them. The interview focused on interviewees’
experience with and opinion about Douyin and why they were committed to
posting their videos on Douyin. The interviewees ranged from hobbyists turned
professional, to professionals who use Douyin as a client base. The interviewees
chosen were those who had spent a considerable amount of time on Douyin and
received a significant amount of revenue from the site so that the sample would not
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represent the inactive creators or those who participated as a leisure activity. While
some creators explained how they earned a living on Douyin—ranging from selling
products to receiving commercial fees—others expressed their strong interest in
interacting and networking with followers.

3.2 Douyin as a Platform
As a platform, Douyin collapses all categories of content onto a single app. A food
blogger in Shanghai and a turnip farmer high in the mountains can coexist on the
same platform, operating under the same rules. The time and effort spent between
successful Douyin users and creators will therefore differ as there are no clear
roads to success. Platforms are not homogenous entities. There are vast differences
within platforms as well as among different platforms. It is consequently important
not to fall into the trap of flattening all the differences within and among platforms.
As the cases in this study show, Douyin is an open space that can host anyone,
anywhere, at any time. Creators range from farmers in China’s periphery that found
an outlet for selling honey to restaurant reviewers who became minor celebrities in
their towns. Some people stream their everyday lives, commodifying their entire
life, while others use Douyin as a more traditional publishing platform to showcase
their work. Despite the idiosyncrasies of the user base, everyone must deal with the
logic of the platform. Platforms are a liquid environment; they can change on a
whim, taking any shape, at any moment. Interfaces change, as do video editing
options in the case of Douyin. A tweak in the algorithm can suddenly nullify the
tacit knowledge the creators build up as they try to use the system to their benefit.
The interviewees dealt with this in different ways; some admitted they had no idea
how or why they became popular. Others attempted to analyze their success and
follow what had been successful by trying to ride the algorithmic wave.

3.3 Douyin Creators and the Road toward Independence
“After discovering Douyin, it was entertainment;
now it is a profession. It feels very good” (Interviewee 994).

Income instability and investment uncertainty (of time and money) were prevalent
themes among the interviewees that used Douyin as their main source of income.
Independence, associated with the freedom to do one’s own work, was the most
prevalent theme in the interviews. Independence was explicitly stated by many
interviewees, who said that it was their main reason for continuing with Douyin.
Simply put, they wanted the opportunity to be their own boss. The interviewees
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preferred their current career path over their previous job because it enabled them
to follow their own desires. In addition, they expressed a concern about precariousness, where the element of chance played a significant role. They also
emphasized the uncertainty of not knowing why and how one can become successful or not knowing when the demanding work will pay off and the algorithm
will choose you to become successful. The interviews showed that many had tried
to analyze their own success but it was often felt it was like reading (algorithmic)
tea leaves. Some enterprising creators were confident that their success was
because they leaped on Douyin as a platform exploding in popularity, seeing it as a
way to increase their clientele. Others were surprised by their own success as their
use of the platform began as a leisure activity and grew into their full-time source of
income. This indicates that success is fickle and income is uncertain. Most creators
said that they did not know why they had become popular, or how their advertising
income was determined. Nevertheless, dependent on algorithms that sort videos
for millions of creators, they try to, either consciously or unconsciously, game the
system to ensure their continued success and obtain a stable source of income.

3.4 From Independence to Labor Value
Next to independence is the question of value. What value do the creators consider
their work to hold? Many of the creators stated that their satisfaction with their own
work was most important to them as it enabled them to express their self-worth.
One interviewee noted that it was important to “Express my own value(s)”
[Interviewee 849]. The randomness of success however makes it difficult for many
to gauge the quality and value of one’s work. This often leads to friction between
what is desired by the audience and what the content creators themselves wish to
make (Woodcock and Johnson 2019). As we found was often the case, the thing
some Douyin creators became popular for was not necessarily the one thing that
they felt represented them the best, or what they valued the most. Independence
was noted as a major objective for most of those we interviewed, in that they could
then decide to focus on what each creator wished to make. This might lead to a path
where creators feel they must follow the trends to keep a stable fan base and
income, giving up some of their earlier avowed independence to chase what they
considered to be (algorithmically) popularity.
Different interviewees had different answers for why they experienced success. Some followed the trends and tried to ride the wave of the moment. Others
focused on quality, creativity, or making the best content. Most of the creators
shared that they did not know why their first big video was a big success. This can
lead to tension between artistic vision and the pursuit for popularity and
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independence as the interviewees’ relationship to their work was often cited as one
of the most important aspects. To make work one is proud of or to express oneself is
as important, if not more important, than the audience’s reception of the work.
However, we do not wish to romanticize this picture. Like artists striving for their
creative vision, there can be tension between the content maker and their fans as
popular creations might not necessarily be the work that the creator is most proud
of. One interviewee said:
The (video) with the best outcome I was not most satisﬁed with. The one I was most satisﬁed with
on the contrary had only a few views. This could be because of my age compared to the users. The
composition of my fan group is not really the same. What I might like, they might dislike
(Interviewee 733).

The tension involving the platform, the popularity of the work, and the integrity
of the content creator was often noted as an issue. The interviewees were conscious
of the positive and negative aspects of using the platform. In trying to inﬂuence the
platform algorithm, one interviewee attempted to determine the best method of
release new videos: “The ﬁrst thing I thought of was the release time, because the
people who like to watch travel videos are usually young people, and I also saw on
Douyin that my fans range from age 18 to 30” (Interviewee 1733). Learning to deal
with the unstated rules of the platform market is an important step for many
creators. With these new options also come new skills, such as video editing, which
make up the new skillset required to make a living on platforms.

3.5 Douyin as Marketplace, as Dream Job, as Regular Job, as
Competition
Most of the creators we interviewed use Douyin to sustain themselves. The relationship to the platform differed greatly among the creators however, with some
treating it like a job, while others considered it to be leisure time that they got paid
for. Many interviewees responded positively to the question concerning whether
Douyin was their ideal work or ideal work situation. Important motivators for
choosing Douyin as a platform included fun, being one’s own boss, and pursuing
one’s own interests and goals. Many said that they had chosen the platform for its
popularity and ease of use. Others were more pragmatic. One creator of animation
videos used six different platforms to promote their work.
There are many different roads that lead to social media success. However, a
distinction must be made between the Douyin creators who rely on the platform
and those for whom it is only an addition to their regular occupation. For some,
Douyin’s popularity is the reason they use the platform to promote themselves or
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their products. Others started using Douyin as a leisure activity, which then was
transformed into their means of making a living, as one interviewee said, sharing
thoughts on their first popular video: “I was surprised, because it (the video)
became popular, I only continued to play. After playing for some time, I came to
think this platform was especially amazing” (Interviewee 2184). Sharing his
experience in becoming popular, another interviewee stated: “After I gained many
fans, I had more confidence, so I started to upload nonstop, use the app nonstop”
(Interviewee 506). The popularity of the application might also work as a downside
as one music performer with 750,000 followers argued, complaining about facing
the increasing pressure as the competition on the platform has grown fiercer due to
its popularity. Facing extra competition leads to both advantages in terms of potential viewership as well as disadvantages for those trying to make it big.
The pragmaticism of using Douyin as a potential marketplace has been noted
by other people who run companies outside of the platform. Someone who found a
unique angle to benefit from online popularity was a farmer who used his own
Douyin popularity to enlarge his customer base. In fact, most of his customers were
followers of his Douyin channel. Several photographers we interviewed used
Douyin as a promotional tool. Often, this meant following the platform’s algorithmic logic, trying to capture images or videos that might potentially go viral. As
one photographer stated: “Whatever is popular, is what I shoot”. We should be
careful not to overemphasize the influence of the platform for everyone. Some
interviewees stated that success on the platform did not have a monetary impact on
them; they simply saw it as a side activity because they earned most of their income
through other means. Many creators admitted they were not originally that
interested in the platform, and they only paid more attention to it after they became
popular.
Using the platform when it becomes popular is a new phenomenon akin to
moving to another place where one’s art form might be better received. The
audience here is not a specialized one; rather, it is about sheer numbers. In this
context, creators go where the most people are and the specific content does not
matter. No matter if the creator makes cooking or gaming videos or livestreams or
anything in between, the abstracted number of the audience or users of the platform becomes the primary criterion. Rather than audience reception or quality of
audience, it is quantity that rules. The underlying assumption here is that the
platform audience will watch anything, and it is less to do with what you make but
more to do with a kind of fateful choice where you try to ride on the algorithmic
wave to success. It further shows that rather than an aspiration that leads to
becoming a content creator, it is often simply the result of happenstance, which is
not often the case when we compare it with other creative professions, such as
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music or theatre, where it is often the result of a lifelong pursuit and training that
results in someone becoming successful.

3.6 In Pursuit of Stability: Labor Time and Income
Most of the creators we interviewed were happy with the platform. Douyin was an
opportunity to showcase their own skills and values or pursue something that they
found to be meaningful. While many caveats are associated with the dominant
position of platforms in these labor relationships, many of the full-time users cited
their independence as a major factor and reason for continuing their platform
labor. While far from Adorno’s ideal “free-man” who can decide his own time,
independent from the cultivated desire manufactured by the capitalist system, this
new development provides a promising alternative to modern forms of labor, or
what is described more pessimistically as wage slavery.
Unstable income was frequently cited in the interviews as a major cause of
concern. Expressing frustration, one interviewee said: “More and more people who
are better than me are joining the platform, so the competition is getting stronger.
How to say it? Looking at the income it has not been stable, not stable!” (Interviewee 365). Many were quite practical, and they considered the labor they performed on Douyin as a type of job. However, some noted that a job in which income
is uncertain and success is described in terms of the number of views or followers
does not directly translate into actual income. Many stated that what they desired
most was income and labor stability. As one interviewee who was unsatisfied with
his Douyin income argued: “If you gain a lot of fans, you should also gain some
income, is not it?” (Interviewee 1588). Although many complained about low or
unstable income, others were more than happy with their income from the platform, and they were surprised about their own success. The fact is that much of
their income was unknown to the creators themselves, as advertising revenue can
differ, which makes it hard to predict future income.
Working hours were also uncertain, according to the interviewees. Some
admitted that all their time went toward creating content for Douyin. Of course, this
would be highly dependent on the type of content being made; for example, those
involved with video games might admit they play the games regardless of whether
they are streamed. We found that the number of hours spent livestreaming varied
greatly. For some people, it ranged from three to nine hours a day; one person
admitted that he streamed nearly every moment of his life. One interviewee who
produced content for a small media company focusing on Douyin, stated: “I think
every day [I spend] more than 14 hours, [which is] basically all my personal time”.
For people who described Douyin as a hobby, not a full-time job, using the
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platform still dominated their free time. One government worker who considered it
a hobby said: “Now using Douyin takes up most of my [spare time]. I use my phone
for around six hours every day, most of it on Douyin” (Interviewee 2210).
According to the interviewees, another source of precarity was the government.
Many, especially those who do livestreaming, complained about restrictions even
though they created content that would spread positive energy. One interviewee
asked: “Why are our very positive works, that bring beauty to everyone, being
restricted?” (Interviewee 1713). Especially in China, the perceived randomness of the
government in terms of censorship and Internet restriction adds another layer of
uncertainty to people that make a living online. As previously noted, as a platform,
Douyin has become notorious for striving to purify its content by removing “ugly” or
“poor” people and demanding certain users within China to not speak their regional
languages (Biddle et al. 2020). Nevertheless, censorship is not entirely clear-cut as
users and creators can navigate around restrictions, and there have been instances of
viral videos featuring people that would have been removed if Douyin did follow the
aforementioned guidelines zealously. While the scale of censorship on Douyin has
remained unclear, especially compared with other platforms, many creators stated
that they still felt it had an impact on the way they engaged and interacted with the
platform, as became evident throughout the interviews.
The strong role of the government might explain why Douyin has been
outspoken about regulating content. This became particularly controversial when
leaked internal documents revealed how moderators are told to remove content
that is harmful to “national honor” and national security. More controversy was
generated when it was found that Douyin stipulated that it would punish “unattractive” and “impoverished” users (Biddle et al. 2020). While the ﬁrst guideline is
typical for Chinese social media, the second seems to be the ﬁrst of its kind. By
making speciﬁc users less noticeable to others by tweaking speciﬁc settings in the
search algorithm, the platform tries to purify the content it considers to be undesirable, from “ugly people” with too many wrinkles, to houses with cracks in the
wall. Another instance of severe moderation occurred with users who livestreamed
in Cantonese. They were warned about doing so, and they were asked to speak in
Mandarin instead (Wo Xi A Y 2020). An internal report obtained by the Intercept
shows how TikTok employees have hosted content on the platform, masquerading
as normal users to ﬁll the platform with their videos and pushing them to access
people’s video feeds (Biddle et al. 2020).
We would do well to remember, however, that the platform laborers who rely on
one platform for most of their income fall under a platform regime that can make
users disappear or be made invisible to others at a moment’s notice. Studying Chinese
beauty bloggers, Guan (2020) noted that bloggers on Weibo are similar to Uber
drivers. Both are platform laborers that rely on an external platform without being

Audience Relations and Platform Time on Douyin

383

contracted by it (Rosenblat 2016), meaning that they are subject to the rules and
algorithms of the platform they exist on. Laboring under these uncertain conditions,
relying on the whims of a company, it is important to always remember that, however
celebratory many stories of success are, where one person succeeds, thousands fail.

4 Discussion: Audiences and Platform Time
In today’s digital platform world, what we do can be easily shared with others,
providing the potential for people to build an online community, share things, and
even earn an income—an income that comes from a community of patrons, or
because of one’s allegiance to corporations through advertisements and sponsorships. Because all activities become potential sharing (and therefore earning) activities, all time becomes potential earning time. These developments are not particular
to China and hold true elsewhere. How people come to, engage with, and profit from
or deal with a certain platform is dependent on their local conditions.
For any creative laborer, the relationship to the audience is important. Aside
from attempts at gaming the algorithms, the interviewees noted, trying to understand one’s audience is a common strategy to stay relevant on the platform. In the
end, it is the audience that sponsors the work either directly through merchandize
and subscriptions or indirectly through watching advertisements. On a platform,
the relationship between audience and creator has changed. The number of
viewers does not necessarily translate into financial success. This idea, we found,
was generally accepted as true by most of the creators. Digital platforms often have
unclear rules, and the interviewees noted that they must constantly compare
themselves with others and constantly upload content to make money. Feedback is
instant, and there is the illusion of direct contact with the creator. However, the
audience is abstracted through viewing numbers and separation in time and space.
As some creators’ experiences showed, the relationship with the audience is
limited to viewing numbers. If the viewing number goes up, it means they are doing
a good job and should continue this style of content, and if it goes down, they
should adapt and see what is (algorithmically) popular.
Audiences are abstracted, and there does not seem to be much of a sense of
core viewing audience. The audience is interchangeable, and there seems to be
little regard for the potential loyalty of an audience as the potential audience now
involves all those who use the platform. It was often unclear to creators who their
audiences were, and it was often surprising when they found one. As one interviewee noted, his audience skewed much younger than he himself was, leading to
different demands for his content. Why and how he was popular with this demographic was unclear. Abstract audiences previously were a tool for major
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corporations to gain a sense of their products’ success through surveys, business
analytics, and such. With the incessant gathering of data on today’s platforms,
even small individual creators have access to similar kinds of tools that were
previously only accessible to major corporations.
Modern streaming technologies have enabled a near complete commodification
of time. All time is now potential earning time, and platform affordances enable this
by providing different ways of monetization in addition to more traditional
merchandizing efforts. Most of the interviewed creators have come to rely on Douyin
as their sole source of income. This inevitably leads to questions of uneven power
relations and independence of the creators, the terms of services, vague algorithms,
and the often total reliance on a single platform to earn income and promote one’s
work, thus making one’s existence more precarious than before. Audiences exist on
the platform, and it is questionable if the creators’ fan base or followers would follow
them to other places, and this creates a situation of uncertainty.
We see an erasure of the distinction between free time and labor time. All time
is potential labor time, as corroborated by many interviewees when they considered their own “free time”. Even when they were not earning any money from their
ventures, some still regarded it as work. This is comparable to creative endeavors
where the writing of a book or composing music requires an investment of time
before any potential financial reward. However, in the context of digital platforms,
what is different is the fact that the (creative) labor expressed on Douyin is
remarkedly fleeting. It requires constant output to make a living. Yet, these outputs
do not enjoy any longevity that is similar to books, movies, or other creative
outlets. For many, their labor is tied entirely to the platform; in a sense, they are
held hostage by its design.
Contrary to the images of teenagers seeking fame and glory, the interviewees
described a reality where people work hard and try to pursue some form of labor
independence. Despite the issues of precariousness of labor and the randomness
of success, our findings indicate that independence and finding value in one’s
work is worth striving for and are important motivators for many, more so than
becoming the next big thing, which in an age of pandemics and late-stage capitalism, seems a precious thing indeed.
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Abstract
Purpose: The purpose of this empirical study is to examine how Chinese rural
female vloggers present and express themselves online when they are increasingly
exposed to the Internet, and to analyze the motivations of their self-expression and
whether the media images on the Internet correctly reflect the real life of rural
women in China.
Design/methodology/approach: We conducted content analysis and case studies
on 30 rural female vloggers and 2580 videos selected from Xi Gua Video, one of
the most popular video platforms in China. The English name of Xi Gua Video is
Watermelon Video. It belongs to the same company as Douyin(the Chinese version
of Tik Tok) and has a large number of creators. There is a Rural category in Xi Gua
Video which shows its importance to the video platform.
Findings: Married women are the mainstay of rural female vloggers, and they
tend to use unique username settings. Among different avatars, a confident
smile is the mainstream. The themes of the videos mainly center on rural
family life. Based on the analysis of the video themes, we speculated that
whatever techniques rural women take for video shooting, their image formation is still subject to the gaze of men and the patriarchal social order. In
general, they are still disciplined, though their self-awareness has already
begun to awaken.
Research implications: The research unveils the gendered frame behind the ruralrelated short videos in contemporary China. It can also help the rural female
vloggers identify themselves.
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Practical implications: Internet policymakers can guide the dissemination of
short videos of rural women based on this research, thereby improving the status
and lives of rural women.
Originality/value: This is an empirical study to examine the rural Chinese female
vloggers’ attitude and cognitive competence based on the feminist theory.
Keywords: feminism, rural-related short videos, rural areas, rural females,
developing countries

1 Introduction
The vast backward areas and huge low-income groups have always been a problem for China’s development. According to the 2021 demographic survey, the total
population of China has reached 1.4 billion, of which the proportion of farmers is
41% and nearly 500 million people live in rural areas.
Measuring by the rural poverty standard of 2300 yuan per person per year
(2010 constant price), the number of rural poor in China was 5.51 million at the
end of 2019, about half of which were women, and the poverty rate was 0.6%,
according to the China Women’s Development Program (2011–2020) statistical
monitoring report (Di Yi Cai Jing 2021).
China’s 2020 Rural Development Report reveals that the modernization of
China’s agriculture lies largely in digitalization (National Bureau of Statistics
2019). At present, with the popularization of information and communication
technologies (ICTs), an increasing number of rural Chinese women have engaged
in the e-commerce industry via short videos produced with smartphones or other
devices.
This article focuses on the image of Chinese rural women in short videos,
analyzing how rural women present their self-images online in the context of the
rapid development of the Internet and the construction of rural areas in China. It
also examines the characteristics of these rural female images and explores the
social, cultural, and personal motivations behind the self-presentation of rural
women.
By introducing feminist theories into the study, it takes the rural female
vloggers as an emerging group in post-socialist China, exploring their living
conditions and the social reality, and contributes to the multi-faceted Chinese
feminist research.
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2 Literature Review
2.1 Gender Theory
Gender is an important concept in feminist research. West and Zimmerman (1987)
believed that gender was an acquired status, constructed by psychological, cultural, and social devices. In the 1970s, sociological concepts such as gender roles
promoted feminist research on gender theory.
Gender theory asserts that men and women are given diametrically opposite
and simplified expectations by society: while men are expected to pursue material
success, women are expected to play the role of good caregivers (Xu & Qi 2016).
Qing (2017) believed that the perception of gender roles reﬂected the cognition of
the social norms and behavioral patterns of both sexes. Meanwhile, gender theory
points out that gender is inﬂuenced by socio-cultural factors and is thus shaped
and prone to change. Therefore, Yang and Zhou (2010) found it necessary to
examine how members of society learn and acquire their social roles and status in
this process and became a person with gender.
Drawing on gender theories, the Chinese scholars went on to take family roles
into consideration, exploring whether the gender roles have changed over time
and how Chinese women position themselves in the transforming era. Xu (2010)
warned that gender identiﬁcation in post-socialist China has become surprisingly
more traditional and ﬁxed rather than being ﬂuid and diverse. This reveals the
prevalence of male dominance in Chinese society and culture, as the traditional
perception that sees men as breadwinners and women as caregivers still looms
large.
Wei (2000) pointed out that female subjectivity was the consciousness of
women about their status, role, and value in the objective world. Speciﬁcally, it
allows women to be able to realize and fulﬁll their historical missions, social
responsibilities, and obligations as well as to know themselves and participate in
social life in their own way to afﬁrm and realize their social values and pursuits
(Yang & Zhou 2010). In this regard, the enhancement of female subjectivity in order
to truly give play to women in society building lies in three premises: (1) an increase
in women’s social engagement; (2) equal education assistance to help women
establish an appropriate perception of gender; and (3) a good social atmosphere
for the recognition of female subjectivity (Mei 2004).
Ning Wang (2017) argues that when theory travels to other places, its function
and signiﬁcance would change more or less, and sometimes, a different phenomenon would appear, which manifests itself in the continuous popularity and
ﬂourishing of theory in China in the past decades. Even in such a post-theoretical
era, various theoretical and cultural trends still function in a limited sphere. But
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Western theory could function effectively in China only when it is contextualized.
That is, it should be relocated in the Chinese context. This has been particularly
proved by the popularity of gender theory, especially that of Judith Butler, and
gender studies in present day China.

2.2 Sexual Politics
Kate Millett brought new insights to feminist studies with her book Sexual Politics
(2000) by putting sex in the larger context of political economy. Millett combined
sex with power and pointed out that power dominated sex in the socio-political
context. She expanded the connotation and denotation of “politics,” pointing out
that politics shall refer to power-structured relationships in which one group is
controlled by another (Millett 2000).
Millett (2000) deemed the family as an epitome of the patriarchal society, an
institution in which power relations between sexes produced leadership and
obedience. In terms of economy, a woman may have economic rights in a
modernized society; the fact, however, is that around two-thirds of women in
developed countries are doing the “women’s work,” i.e. housework, for no pay,
especially when working as a full-time housewife. Such work is widely regarded as
unpaid, obligatory, and designed for women. In patriarchy, the status of women is
determined by the degree to which they can achieve economic independence and
is acquired indirectly through men. In this sense, the relation between women and
the economy is indirect and incidental.
Drawing on theoretical analysis, Millett applied sexual politics theory to literary criticism. She deconstructed the male dominated literary paradigm by
reading and analyzing the works from the feminist aesthetics and criticism. Millett’s practice of feminist criticism determined the importance of rereading the text
and re-recognizing gender identity in reproducing female images, laying a solid
theoretical foundation for feminist criticism from “female image” criticism to
gynocriticism (Gu 1998).
Feminist Criticism focuses on revealing the “ideology, prejudices revealed
through female characters in literary works, neglect and misunderstandings of
women in literary criticism, and female gender codes in the linguistic symbol
system” hidden behind the patriarchal criticism (Collier & Ryan 1990). It wants to
“decode and demystify all the disguised questions and answers that have always
shadowed the connections between textuality and sexuality, genre and gender,
psychosexual identity and cultural authority” (Gilbert 1985). Gynocriticism, on the
other hand, turned its attention to female writers and constructed a critical
thinking about female literature from a feminist perspective. It focuses on women
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as text producers and explores the unique aesthetics of female writers (Collier &
Greyer-Ryan 1990).

2.3 Social Media and Gender
Scholars from different countries explored the impact of using social media on
women. G. Chen (2013) analyses of survey results from a random sample of
women bloggers (N = 298) show three motivations that drive women to use social
media – information, engagement, and recreation. Guta & Karolak (2015) believe
without gatekeepers, the Internet brings new ways of self-expression and identiﬁcation among Saudi females, thus creating a safe space where the female body,
predominant in daily life, is non-existent and only thoughts count.
With the application and popularization of social media in China, Chinese
women also get more opportunities for self-expression. Li (2017) researched the
characteristics and social impact of the use of social media by the Chinese Dama.
Dama represents a particular group of middle-aged Chinese women who reﬂect a
distinctive social phenomenon in China. This article believes that the use of social
media by Dama exerts a far-reaching positive and negative inﬂuence on society,
pushing for the modernization transformation of the Chinese society.
Wang & Driscoll (2019) consider the importance of social media to contemporary Chinese feminism. Chang, Ren & Yang (2016) argue that Chinese women’s
self-empowerment through using social media is derived not from a straightforward struggle against the patriarchy or for woman power, but from a gentle,
rational yet resolute stance that incorporates a new female identity into the
‘harmonious society’ enshrined in Confucian ideals, thus creating new digital
feminism with Chinese characteristics.
Besides, based on social capital theory, differences are predicted between
rural and urban users, and strong evidence supports its hypotheses—namely, rural
people articulate far fewer friends online, and those friends live much closer to
home. Results indicate that the groups have substantially different gender distributions and use privacy features differently (Eric et al. 2010).
Yini Wang and Judith Sandner (2019) contextualized this sample of rural
women’s platformized interests within the socio-political framework of Chinese
government Internet Plus strategies, the discussion considers how the women
used (and were likely to continue to use) WeChat to engage in online activities
related to their ofﬂine experiences, thus aligning them with entrenched Chinese
socio-cultural values. An ethnographic ﬁeldwork methodology and a social
constructionist theoretical framework were used to investigate these rural Chinese
women’s daily experiences in using WeChat. The ﬁndings provide evidence of their
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knowledge-building, business acumen, emotive communication, and new levels
of self-awareness through using WeChat.

3 Research Methods
Based on the literature review, it can be concluded that the women in backward
areas have been empowered to a certain extent along with the development of
the Internet. Social media also have provided good opportunities for feminist
expression. But with more and more individual female vloggers emerging on the
social media platform, it brings new questions for academic studies.
1. What methods did the rural female vloggers use to participate in the new media
communication?
2. What are the rural female vloggers’ motivations and expectations?

3.1 Content Analysis
For this research, the authors selected rural female vloggers’ accounts from Xi Gua
Video, a popular video platform of ByteDance.
We used “rural women, rural girls” as keywords to search videos and creators
respectively. After excluding the vloggers who are based in a city and whose videos
are unoriginal, we collected 71 vloggers according to the numbers of followers,
their traffic, and geographical background. We organized the geographical
information of 71 vloggers following the regional division principles of the seven
natural-geographical divisions of the Chinese mainland, and sampled 30 rural
female vloggers at last (Table 1).
The research was conducted from December 30, 2019, to July 26, 2020,
including 30 weeks of observation. Three videos were be selected from each
vlogger per week, totaling 2580 video samples for further analysis.
We used a content analysis method, coding the basic information of the
samples, including the usernames, avatar, video themes, shooting techniques,
etc. Then, we estimated through the quantiﬁed data the quality of the videos and
how the rural female vloggers portrayed their images in their videos.

3.2 Case Studies
Based on the data from the content analysis, we used feminist theories in cultural
communication to classify and interpret the images of rural female vloggers. We
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Table : The selected rural female vloggers’ accounts and follower size.
. Nong Cun Yao Mei (Rural Youngest Sister from Sichuan Province in Southwest China) ,,
. Cun Hua Xiu Xiu (Scallion Xiu Xiu from Gansu Province in West China) ,
. Yin Shan Shu Yao Mei (Youngest Sister Shu from Yinshan, Sichuan Province in Southwest China)
,
. Shang Cun Fang Jie (Rural Sister Fang from Sichuan Province in Southwest China) ,
. Xiang Ye Xiao Ni (Countryside Ni from Henan Province in Central China) ,
. Nong Ren Xiao Rui (Famer Rui from Henan Province in Central China) ,
. Juan Zi De Nong Cun Shi (Juanzi’s Rural Affairs from Henan Province in Central China)
,
. Nong Cun Yang Ni (Famer Yangni from Henan Province in Central China) ,
. Nong Min Shasha (Farmer Shasha from Henan Province in Central China) ,
. Peng Jia Nv Jiang (Women of the Peng Family from Henan Province in Central China)
,
. Xiang Tu Xiao Feng (Countryside Xiaofeng from Henan Province in Central China) ,
. Nong Jia Xiao Yun (Countryside Xiaoyun from Henan Province in Central China) ,
. Qiao Fu Jiu Mei (Jiumei the Smart Woman from Guangxi Zhuang Autonomous Region)
,,
. Guang Xi Yun Jie (Guangxi Sister Yun from Guangxi Zhuang Autonomous Region in South
China) ,
. Rong Xian You Zi Mei (Sister Pomelo from Rong County, Guangxi Zhuang Autonomous Region
in South China) ,
. Xiang Ye Xiao Cui (Countryside Xiaocui from Guangxi Zhuang Autonomous Region in South
China) ,
. Wo Men De Xiang Cun (Our Countryside from Anhui Province in Central China) ,,
. Jing Sao (Sister Jing from Shandong Province in East China) ,
. Xiang Cun Da Sao De Vlog (Vlog of Countryside Elder Sister from Shandong Province in East
China) ,
. Xiang Xia Xi Fu (Rural Wife from Shandong Province in East China) ,
. Non Cun Sha Da Ni (Innocent Rural Girl from Hebei Province in North China) ,,
. Xiang Ye Xiao Jing (Countryside Xiaojing Shanxi Province in North China) ,
. Xiang Cun Zhang Xiao Mei (Rural Sister Zhang from Shanxi Province in North China)
,
. Er Ni Zai Nong Cun (Second Eldest Sister in Countryside from Hebei Province in North China)
,
. Xiao Qian De Nong Cun Sheng Huo (Qian’s Village Life from Hebei Province in North China)
,
. Xiang Jian Xiao Lu Shang (Country Road from Henan Province in Central China) ,,
. Xiang Mei Xiao Bei (Sister Bei from Hunan from Hunan Province in Central China) ,,
. Niu Bu La Zhou Li (Sisters Niubula from Henan Province in Central China) ,,
. Nong Ren Ya Tou (Farmer Girl From Henan Province in Central China) ,
. Nong Ming Lingling (Farmer Lingling From Henan Province in Central China) ,
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tried to unveil the gendered framing behind the videos and how the selfpresentation of rural Chinese female vloggers has been affected by chauvinistic
discourse and commercialization. Through case analysis and discourse analysis,
we explored the deep motivations of rural women’s self-presentation.

4 Findings
4.1 Username: Personalized Subject-Oriented
Typically, vloggers whose usernames have certain connotations have a strong
desire for self-expression on online platforms. Unique username settings can not
only highlight personal information and distinguish from others but also help
vloggers establish their personal brand on the Internet (Table 2).
Of all the 30 samples we have collected, 56.7% used their real names, willing to
show their identity as special individuals, strengthen their characteristics, and
highlight their identity.
30% chose to use nicknames, such as “Nong Cun Yao Mei” (Rural Youngest
Sister), that hide some personal information but highlight their role in the family.
It narrows down the distance between the followers and vloggers as if they were
the family members of the followers.
In contrast, 6.7% chose names that do not display personal information, such
as “Xiang Jian Xiao Lu” (Country Road), etc. Such female vloggers hide as an
observer behind the camera rather than an actress in their videos.
Another 6.7% of female vloggers’ usernames emphasized their characteristics
as a group, such as “Peng Jia Nv Jiang” (Women of the Peng Family), etc. They
always show all the members and relationships in their videos.
In terms of specific content, the usernames of rural vloggers are usually catchy
with obvious local characteristics, such as “Juanzi’s Rural Affairs”, “Countryside
Xiaojing”, “Farmer Lingling”, and “Scallion Show”, which also reflect the simple

Table : The preference of rural female vloggers’ usernames.
%
Exact names
Family roles
Group names
Hiding personal information

.
.
.
.
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and innocent part of rural vloggers. Meanwhile, rural vloggers are willing to
appear on the Internet as farmers, take rural life as their unique video highlights,
and advertise that their videos have rural characteristics.

4.2 Marital Status: Married Women as the Mainstay
Their marital status, such as single mother, married, daughter-in-law, etc., can be
found from the keywords of the video title or personal profile. Besides, it can be
confirmed by what they tell in the videos and the interaction with fans in the
comment area.
With the continuous progress of society, both the modernization of the rural
areas and the ideological emancipation of farmers have greatly improved. An
increasing number of rural female vloggers admit that they are single or divorced
on the Internet, revealing their open minds toward marriage. Nonetheless, getting
married and having children is still the choice of most rural women.
Table 3 shows that most of the rural women vloggers in the sample are married
(66.67%). Married women live relatively stable lives, as they can devote leisure
time to shooting short videos and running we-media accounts apart from working
and children raising.
Divorced (16.67%) and unmarried (10%) rural female vloggers take up more
than a quarter, reflecting an open attitude towards displaying the real marital
status, even if they were born and brought up in the conservative areas were being
a divorced or unmarried woman is supposed to be a disgrace. It cannot be denied,
though, that they also exploited the “single” status to expand the influence of their
media channels. They gaze at and judge themselves as “the other” and identify
themselves from a patriarchal perspective.
Despite the relative ease to identify the marital status of the vlogger in the
video, there is still 6.67% of the sample did not reveal their marital status.

Table : The marital status of rural female vloggers.
%
Married
Divorced
Unmarried
Unknown

.
.
.
.
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4.3 Avatar: Confident Smile as the Mainstream
As the most vivid and visually striking element on the profile page, the vloggers’
avatars reflect their personality and willingness to present themselves on the
Internet.
Table 4 demonstrates that 80% of the rural women chose to use real-life
pictures as the avatar, showing a high willingness for self-presentation online.
10% chose to use an icon plus text as their avatar, two of whom embedded their
avatars in the opening animation of the videos, showing a strong awareness of
personal brand and a clear strategy for channel operation.
We subdivided the real-life-picture avatars into three types according to facial
expressions: facing the camera and grinning, facing the camera and smiling, and
not facing the camera.
Looking directly at the camera is a reflection of the vlogger’s willingness to
make eye contact and interact with the audience. Table 5 illustrates that 19 female
vloggers chose to look directly at the camera. Among them, eight rural women
grinned, showing their conﬁdent and cheerful dispositions. The remaining ﬁve
vloggers who did not face the camera show some of the rural vloggers’ relatively
implicit and restrained personality.

4.4 Theme of the Videos: Stories About Rural Family Life
We divided the themes of the videos into eight categories according to the proximity of rural women to society and family: (1) the “daily life”, which represents the
Table : The preference of rural female vloggers’ proﬁle photo.
%
Real-life photo
Text
Icons + text





Table : The facial expression of rural female vloggers’ proﬁle photo.
%
Facing the camera and grin
Facing the camera with a faint smile
Not facing the camera

.
.
.
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Table : The themes of rural female vloggers’ videos.
%
Entertainment
Social news
Raising children
Interaction with fans
Cooking
Working or starting up a business
Agricultural production
Daily life

.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.

close relationship between rural women and their families; (2) the “social news”,
which reflects rural women’s willingness to connect with the society; (3) the
“agricultural production”, which reflects women’s engagement in agricultural
activities; (4) the “working or starting up a business”, which embodies rural
women’s de-agriculturalization; (5) “entertainment”, a leisure and relaxation
activity for rural women in their spare time; (6) the “cooking”; (7) “raising children”; and (8) “interaction with fans”. The last three categories are the most
prominent themes and will be further analyzed in Discussion.
Table 6 shows that the highest proportion of video themes is “daily life”
(31.01%), followed by food production (15.81%). The scene of both categories is
usually set at home for a family cause. Besides, rural females are often involved in
agricultural production (12.95%) and raising children (7.75%).
The fact that many rural women have married to migrant workers implies that
they are burdened with heavier family responsibilities that they have to raise the
next generation, support the elderly, properly handle the relationship with other
family members, and engage in agricultural production on behalf of their
husband.
Therefore, it is no wonder that the theme “entrepreneurship” (2.02%) ranks
last. And the second-to-last, “interaction with the followers” (4.02%) reflects the
fact that rural female vloggers always focus on family life instead of sharing their
privacy with the audience.

4.5 Shooting Techniques: A Strong Willingness for SelfExpression
Either self-shooting with a selfie stick or a tripod, or being shot by someone else,
reflects a high willingness of self-expression. There’s a slight difference between
the shooting techniques.
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“Shot by an anonymous” (11.05%) reflects the intimate relationship between
the photographer and the subject, because the photographer participates in the
shooting process, leaving their voice or profile in the scene and commenting on
what is taking place in the video. The male photographer (usually the vlogger’s
husband) always has dominance and control over video production, which, on the
one hand, reflects the common phenomenon of rural couples operating video
accounts together, and, on the other, implies the male dominance in rural families
and the patriarchy in rural society.
18.57% of female vloggers chose to take others as a model instead of themselves. It doesn’t mean that the rural female vloggers are unwilling to express
themselves in front of the camera; instead, they chose to stand behind the camera
and observe, ask, and think about the world in their way.
40.50% of the photographers chose to hide their identities, while 24.07% of
female vloggers became the photographer themselves. Based on the analysis of
the video themes, we speculated that whatever techniques rural women take for
video shooting, their image formation is still subject to the gaze of men and the
patriarchal social order. In general, they are still disciplined, though their selfawareness has already begun to awaken.

4.6 The Confrontation with the Patriarchal Discourse
The Internet has opened up a space for rural women to express themselves. For
those rural women living in their stem families with limited social contact and
communication, browsing the short videos of other female vloggers has become
their spiritual support. Some even become vloggers themselves, empowered by
video platforms to talk about family conflicts and fight with the patriarchal
discourse.
For example, in the videos of vlogger “Rural Wife”, her husband is described
as not answering the phone, leaving home for a long time, and belittling his wife.
This echoed by the titles of her videos:
Wife’s 5 yuan Beach Skirt Mocked by Brother Shan. It Unpretty?;
Rural Wife Doing Facial for the First Time. Brother Shan Called It ‘Old Cucumber Painted Green’.
LOL;
Brother Shan Denied Chatting with Other Women while Drunk;
Brother Shan Lent out all the Salary. Angry Wife Turned to Smile by Shan’s Words.

These video titles often combine words that the husband belittles his wife and the
wife is fine with that. Such description might be exaggerated, but the situation
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where rural women living in the stem family have nowhere to express their troubles is manifested.
“Rural Wife” usually responds to her husband’s behavior with bile to attract
attention, as is revealed in the following tiles:
Wife Stewed Big Bones for a Drink with Brother Shan but End up Drinking Half a Bottle alone;
Rural Wife Lost Sleep at Midnight. Had Wine with Peanuts. Yummy;
Wife Burst into Tears when Preventing Brother Shan from Drinking out at Night.

The real life of the “Rural Wife” is often related to wine. While her husband’s binge
drinking troubled her, she tried to attract the attention of fans or other audiences
by way of drinking.
Influenced by traditional ideas, “Rural Wife” also tried to present her image as
a “good wife and mother” (“Alcoholic Husband Not Home, Wife Bought 20 yuan
Shrimp the Next Day and the Children Ate Happily”; “Brother Shan Worked Late,
Wife Cooked and Wait for Him. What A Good Wife.”) Despite her dissatisfaction
with her marriage, “Rural Wife” exaggerated or prettified her husband’s “intimate
move” (“Brother Shan Cooked and Fed His Wife. What a Lovely Couple”;
“Women’s Day: Brother Shan Help Wash Wife’s Feet, Wife’s Really Moved”;
“Valentine’s Day: 11 Years of Marriage. Brother Shan Brought Me a Gift. What A
Surprise”). It can be seen that “Rural Wife” has mixed feeling with her husband:
on the one hand, she is dissatisﬁed with her husband’s reckless behavior; on the
other, she has some unrealistic expectations for her husband. When the husband’s
behavior ﬁts her mind, the title of the video tends to overstate the man’s strengths
to comfort and deceive herself and convince herself to maintain the marriage. At
the same time, she usually presents herself as a “good wife and mother”, a victim of
an unhappy marriage, and a submissive wife who is unable to rebel against her
husband.
Although an increasing number of rural women with an unhappy marriage
bravely choose to divorce in contemporary China, a considerable proportion of
rural women still suffer from a low-quality marriage due to complicated sociocultural factors. The Internet has served as a window for them to pour out their
feelings since they became vloggers. However, such a release of negative emotions
can only bring them some psychological comfort; it cannot reverse their difficulties
in real life. Making videos is just their weak resistance to the patriarchal discourse.

4.7 Compromise with the Patriarchal Discourse
Being a vlogger has improved the family status of rural women to some extent by
increasing the income of rural women, improving their income structure, and
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providing socialized labor wages for those who had been only engaged in
housework. However, studies on the family structure of the female vloggers
revealed that currently rural women still stay in stem families after marriage. The
relationship between mother-in-law and daughter-in-law is still the focus of rural
women.
The harmonious relationship between mother-in-law and daughter-in-law
frequently appears in the video posts of female vloggers. It reflects the importance
of handling the relationship in real life and the rural women’s attempt to present a
“perfect” family on the Internet. Compared with the nuclear families, the elders in
the stem families are more traditional. Affected by the family environment and
family structure, rural women consciously or unconsciously restrict their family
identity to the patriarchal discourse.
Being virtuous and filial is the requirement of traditional culture for women,
and also shows the compromise of female vloggers to the patriarchal discourse.
Viewers on the Internet also contribute to the rural female vlogger’s compromise.
As the object of the gaze, women are usually judged by the criteria from the
patriarchal discourse. For example, in the comment section of the vlogger
“Guangxi Sister Yun”’s video “She Returned to the Countryside for Two Years,
Lived a Dream Life: One Flower, One Bird, One Dog, One Porridge, and One Love”,
netizens commented on Sister Yun’s “unorthodox” lifestyle:
User 1: Sister Yun, I felt that you and Lao Xiao are too young to live this kind of
dull life. It’s OK after the age of ﬁfty. What about the pension? How can you
do a living after you are sixty?
User 2: In 10 years, with no children and an old age, I don’t think you couple can
still live comfortably. The so-called happy life is an escape and temporary
deception, people ﬁnally have to return to the cruel reality of life.
User 3: Having a child would be perfect for you.
All these comments center around the topic of “children” and form a “reproductive
coercion” for women. This kind of views believes that a married couple must have
children, raise children, and be supported by children in old age and that raising
children is the most important thing from beginning to end. There is nothing wrong
with holding this view, but imposing it on others and trying to convince others is a
“moral kidnapping”, which turns into “reproductive coercion” in the discussion of
women’s reproductive rights. In fact, Sister Yun said in a comment that she did not
choose to be “Dink”: “I can not have children because of physical surgery, and I am
still working hard on this.” Whether to have a child or not should be the choice of
women and their partners. Even so, Sister Yun’s “passive” decision about reproduction still attracts the patriarchal remarks of “reproductive coercion”.
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With an increase in their willingness for self-expression and the awakening of
their subjectivity, rural women try to break away from the shackles of traditional
ideas in their daily life, but still get judged on the Internet. This is related to the
overall discourse environment online and the stereotypical media image of rural
women. Admittedly, “reproductive coercion” from the feminist perspective can be
understood as farmers’ concerns about pension, a problem caused by the
incomplete rural pension system. Even so, the concerns raised by social issues
should not be transferred to women in the form of verbal violence and moral
kidnapping.
Rural women’s self-expression will be greatly hindered if they compromise
with the patriarchal discourse. In this case, the familial image of rural female
vloggers is often presented, sometimes in an exaggerated way, to meet the patriarchal expectation. The compromise with patriarchal discourse has led to the
homogeneity and perfect ionization of the familial image presented by rural
women on the Internet. With online circulation, such content might attract other
rural women’s blind imitation, thus leading to a vicious circle of rural women’s
inability to awaken their self-consciousness and self-expression bound by patriarchal discourse.

5 Discussion
Through the research findings, we can conclude the features of the rural female
vloggers. The relationship between this group of women with their spouse, their
relatives and followers, has also been unveiled. We can constructed the image of
the rural female vloggers in the context of nowdays China.

5.1 Multifaceted Rural Women in the New Era
The fact that rural Chinese female vloggers post videos made by themselves, family
members, teams, or even MCNs indicates that most of them have basically
developed the awareness of running new media accounts and the ability to produce videos. In contrast to ordinary rural women without jobs, most rural female
vloggers have managed to make money from new media platforms. Such social
labor income has improved their social participation, and has changed the status
of women as “the other” and “the absent group” from new media.
The imagination of the other helps construct one’s social identification
(Fang 2009). Rural women have dual cognition of themselves. On the one hand,
they naturally adhere to the socially expected role as “a good wife and mother”. On
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the other, they choose to go beyond and make money from new media platforms to
support their family. Such a change, which might be plain and unconscious, has
expanded the social participation of rural Chinese women. According to Yanzi, the
vlogger who runs the account “Xiangye Xiaoni”: “It’s not that I don’t want to go out
for work. Is not it better if I can make money from new media platforms and take
care of children at home at the same time?” As a rural housewife, Yan Zi’s choice of
becoming a vlogger is motivated by her will to maintain her family role so as to
better implement the traditionally perceived family responsibilities.
Furthermore, this autonomous change might result from vloggers’ conscious
or unconscious exploitation of stereotypes to attract viewers. For example, the
vlogger Xiang Ye Xiao Jing frequently uses the phrase “single mother” in her video
title, while earlier videos of hers used her real name “Xiaojing”. Perhaps Xiaojing
found the mechanism of the video platform, so she used “single mother” instead of
“Xiaojing” in the title, which significantly gained clicks. In real life, as a single
mother raising two children, Xiaojing works in a store, takes her children to and
from school, and makes videos on her own. The pressure she bears in real life is
probably beyond expectation. From the perspective of gender-based violence, she
is, on the one hand, a victim of patriarchy, who is confined to her family role in
order to make a living, branding her private life with a “single mother” label. On
the other hand, however, she has pushed herself into the male gaze and is thus
overwhelmed by questions, doubts, and even ridicule from netizens just because
of her identity as a single mother with two sons, a supposedly “miserable” and
“less competitive” type in the marriage market. In this way, women are constructed
as “the other” (Fan 2017).
Of course, there are also “new women” with a high degree of self-awareness,
who actively contact with society to show the social role of rural women beyond
their family roles. For example, Lingling, a “farmer” who focuses on the farmers
in the same villages, can confidently present her understanding of rural development in front of the camera, and can also stand behind the camera as reporters
to interview special groups in the village. Another example is “Guangxi Sister
Yun”, who has followed her heart to be a farmer after years of working as an
urban white collar. Unlike other farmers, Yun’s videos mainly focus on her interest: fishing. An extraordinary female fisherman, she generously shows her
confident, cheerful, and positive side on the Internet. “Jiumei the smart woman”,
a successful vlogger who has transformed from a farmer to an entrepreneur, helps
farmers alleviate poverty through livestreaming marketing and has caused a great
social influence by bringing the knowledge of running we-media accounts to
more farmers.

Online Image and Self-Presentation

403

5.2 Rural Young Women Wandering Between Urban and Rural
Areas
The rural life with agricultural work is the most dynamic theme of rural vlogs. Even
so, some rural young women are still haunted by questions and doubts regarding
whether to go out for work or stay in the countryside.
“Sister Pomelo from Rong County” admitted in the video that she used to work
in the city before returning to the countryside to make a career. In the videos, Siter
Pomelo often shows her capability in repairing various agricultural equipment,
and labels herself to be “single”. Sister Pomelo’s yearning for love and her firm
pursuit of e-commerce business portrays the complicated psychology of many
young women today, who believe that love and career are mutually exclusive, yet
they strive to have both. Being single, they work harder towards their entrepreneurial, while convincing themselves that love will always come. Why should
women be confined to these two goals?
The depreciation of women starts from the change of identity brought by
marriage: women who have just reached the marriageable age are the most valued,
while those who have delayed their marriage are often excluded from property
inheritance (Fan 2013). “Xiaoyun”, a de-agriculturalized rural female who works in
the city, tried to make her videos more fashionable. The style of videos shot by
Xiaoyun while working in the city is closer to that of female vloggers on platforms
such as Weibo and Bilibili, for example, speaking in front of the camera and
showing her makeup. This indicates the attempt for the de-agriculturalized rural
youth to become the “urban people” and integrate into urban life.
At the same time, “desiring marriage”, a regular theme of the video, troubles
her daily life. The so-called “leftover women” is traditionally supposed to have a
low value in the marriage market, a phenomenon that unveils the extreme
inequality in gender and power relations in the marriage market (Fan 2017). In the
fragments of life back to the countryside, Xiaoyun’s video titles are often occupied
by the words such as “being single” and “getting married”, where the description
of independent, urban life no longer exists. After returning to the city again, Xiao
Yun seems to ﬁnd “love”, as the words “male roommate” frequently appear in the
video title, and the video content starts to incorporate daily interaction with men.
Xiao Yun’s videos reflect the anxiety of rural women around 30 in face of the
dual pressure from both the family and society. “A girl of age should get married”,
a myth of rural society, forms a male-centered discourse that highlights the male
superiority. Ironically, the man-made discourse of “leftover women” was gradually accepted and recognized by women with fixed feelings: they desire to marry,
but they do not compromise to marry a wrong man. The Internet has opened up a
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space in which they express their troubles and prove that their value in the marriage market by frequently posting videos of interacting with men.

5.3 Vloggers Lost in the Script
Although the self-referred nickname is the primary choice for most rural women
vloggers to run their channels, their skillful appropriation of new media seems to
be separated from the rural women’s self-awareness and subjectivity. For one
thing, rural female vloggers’ self-presentation is affected by the patriarchal
discourse in relation to the socio-cultural environment in which they were raised
and shaped. For another, the stigmatization and stereotyping of women by media
content further aggravates their own stereotypical cognition of the media image of
rural women. Not realizing the loss of self-consciousness, some of the rural female
vloggers even make use of such stereotypes for traffic. The videos of “Farmer
Shasha” and “Juanzi’s rural affairs”, for example, share similar characteristics in
the script.
Characters in their script are stereotypically designed to be moody to troublesome. In “Farmer Sasha”’s video stories, Sasha’s mother is portrayed as a
stingy, mean, and misogynist woman who, in each episode, fights with her
daughter for money. Sasha, on the other hand, is designed to be the “victim” of
marriage and her biological family, who returns to her mother’s home after
divorce, only to find herself living in the shadow of her mother: not only does she
have to tolerate her mother’s complaints about money, but she cannot visit her
children without her mother’s consent. Sasha’s character design caters to the
traditional idea that “divorce lowers a woman’s price” and amplifies the negative
impact of divorce on rural women. It further shapes the divorced woman as a
dependent, filial daughter confined to her biological family, implying that
women’s value can only be achieved in her nuclear and biological family and that
there is no point to operate as an individual.
The setting for “Juanzi’s rural affairs” is even more complex. Juanzi is designed
as a divorced young mother, who met her current boyfriend through a blind date.
While the man is “idle and ill-educated”, Juanzi’s family attach importance to the
bride price. The couple got married after all the hardships but soon divorced in
three months because of quarrels between the couple. immediately, Juanzi
transformed from a divorced mother to an independent e-commerce entrepreneuse. Eventually, she accepted her ex-husband’s repeated apology and returned
to him.
“Juanzi’s rural affairs” portrays Juanzi as an “independent woman”. However,
in this script, women are still defined, watched, and consumed by others. In the
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portrayal where a divorced rural mother who is still competitive in the marriage
market because of her young age, beauty, good family conditions, and authoritarian parents, the individual value of a woman is deprived, and what is left is her
value as a bargaining chip to her original family. Compared with her boyfriend,
Juanzi’s mother has an absolute say in her daughter’s marriage. The devaluation of
women and the stereotyping of rural males cater to the bias that men need to
assume more family responsibilities in economy, consuming both women and
men. In the plot, Juanzi resolutely broke out from the marriage and pursue value
for herself. However, she transformed to a brainless girl swoon over her husband
after accepting his apology. The awakening of female self-consciousness in this
script is transitory and illusory: a woman cannot escape her dependence on men,
whether she starts a career or returns to the family.
In this sense, instead of reflecting the authentic female life, media blindly
portrays women as the sex appeal, mother, and housewife (L. Chen 2009). The
shared ground for the videos of “Farmer Shasha” and “Juanzi’s Rural Affairs” is
that the women shown in the videos are only connected with their family and have
little contact with society. Even when showing their work, the focus is always on
the women’s weakness or sacriﬁce for love. Instead of presenting the positive and
authentic image of rural women, the rural female vloggers constantly strengthen
the stereotype of women and cater to the role expectations of patriarchal discourse,
inﬂuencing the gender cognition of the audience (Fan 2017).

5.4 The Awakening of the Subjectivity of Rural Women
The exploration of the shift in the identification and power of the male and female farmers in the social development from the perspective of gender studies
helps analyze how the social culture affects the awakening of the subjectivity of the
female farmers. Subjectivity refers to the internal agency that enables a person, as
a social subject, to understand self and others (Mei 2004). Female subjectivity
allows women to be able to realize and fulﬁll their historical missions, social
responsibilities, and obligations as well as to have a comprehensive understanding of themselves, participate in social life in their own way to afﬁrm and realize
their social values and pursuits (Yang & Zhou 2010). The awakening of female
subjectivity lies not only in s psychological participation, but also in their active
social participation to realize their own value.
The development of female subjectivity is divided into three stages: natural
ease, self-consciousness, and self-improvement (Zu 1999). In the ﬁrst stage,
patriarchy wraps women in the family, forcing them to exercise maternal duties in
accordance with the patriarchal customs. At this time, the female subjectivity is
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waiting to be awakened. After the founding of the People’s Republic of China in
1949, the saying that “women can hold up half the sky” reﬂected the equal labor
participation between women and men at the time, when women began to become
the hostess of a family as they contributed more to the family. However, the
agriculturalization of men and the de-agriculturalization of women has put all
the responsibilities of farm work, housework, and children raising on the wife
(Yan 2017). Of all the 30 female vloggers we analyzed, some are still in the “natural
ease” stage and assume the role of housewife. Most of the daily life reﬂected in the
videos revolves around the family and children, ﬁlmed at home, with little social
labor or social contact. Wherever the husband works, rural women, as the main
labor force in the family, devote almost little time to themselves.
Women during the stage of self-consciousness participate in society and work,
and their subjectivity is thus awoken by the socio-economic development,
improved social participation, better education, and their renewed ideas (Zu 1999).
They realize that they are independent individuals who can participate in social
construction with their own will. The de-agriculturalization of rural women and
the entrepreneurial attempt by rural female vloggers indicate that they have
connected with society and have social labor income. Some rural women have also
become outstanding representatives in poverty alleviation through e-commerce,
while others pay attention to rural issues from the humanistic and female perspectives. They have actively participated in social activities and become part of
the drive for socialist modernization. However, it is noteworthy that contemporary
Chinese society has not provided support strong enough to push the awakening of
female subjectivity into the third stage. On the one hand, women are subject to
patriarchal discourse to perform traditional family duties. On the other hand, they
are inﬂuenced by the germination of self-consciousness, trying to break through
the traditional shackles. They end up wandering between the two contradictory
ideas, not knowing where to go.
“Women can also hold up half the sky. I hope that more women can change their mind and
embrace the Internet to learn, to communicate, and to be independent. I am willing to pass on
my experience to more people in need.’ Said Gan Youqin.” (Women’s Federation of Lingshan
2020)

As the female representative in poverty alleviation, “Jiumei” sets herself an
example for other rural women. She spoke out and encouraged rural women to
receive education, improve themselves and catch up with the development of
society. This has played an important role in promoting the awakening of the
subjectivity of Chinese rural women.
Women’s subjectivity is fully awoken in the stage of self-improvement, where
they have become the subject with agency and creativity (Zhai 2006). The third
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stage calls for equality in the social system, personality, and social evaluation
standards. The achievement of the goal of this stage is the premise of the free
development and comprehensive liberation of women. Chinese women’s participation in labor has increased since the launch of the women’s liberation
campaign in the 1950s, but this physical liberation got little progress. While
women had acquired the same labor rights as men, they still lacked selfconsciousness. Women’s subjectivity continues to improve with the continuous
development of Chinese society, but the stage of “self-improvement” is yet to
come. What is worse, the suppression and stigmatization by the patriarchal
discourse are reviving. The history written under centuries of the patriarchal
discourse is hard to be overturned by decades of feminist movements and research,
and the complete awakening of female subjectivity has a long way to go.

6 Conclusion
The digital economy results from billions of everyday online connections among
people, businesses, devices, data, & processes. It is based on the interconnectedness of people, organizations, and machines that results from the Internet,
mobile technology, and the Internet of things.
The digital economy provides rural women with the possibility of an economic
autonomy that avoids being migration workers. Female vloggers can make a living
without leaving their hometowns. They are more willing to participate in the
digital economy with their real name, real images, and real life. The controlling of
equipment and skill for the digital economy make the rural female vloggers get
empowerment. The change in economic status will bring and strengthen the
group’s subject consciousness. It also brings a sense of entitlement and individual
freedom.
However, the traditional social gender framework still exists, no matter it is
constructed by vloggers themselves or by their spouses’ relationships. Furthermore, from the analysis of the video’s comments, also finds that the solidification
and requirements of traditional Chinese social concepts for women’s roles.
Restricted by traditional concepts and relatively low self cultural literacy, this
group still has hesitation when it comes to self-presentation and self-rights claim.
It is no doubt that the Internet offered feminisim research a productive new
framework through which to rethink the rural female vloggers as diverse, horizontally comparsion with the urban women and global. Although taking cyberfeminism as one of the representations of development of the whole society, we
still can not tended to either demonize or simply celebrate the possibilities of
online feminism.
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It also brings the question for scholars: is the Internet a vehicle for rural
women liberation through the action or a reinforcement for the concept of gender
discipline. Also, such patriarchal perspective in rural areas is probably not unique
to China but many other countries in the world. A limitation of this study is that the
media literacy of female volggers was not addressed in the research. Therefore,
how to make women improve their media literacy and form conscious of activism is
an important subject for future research.
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1 Introduction
On October 15, 1991, the computer of the Institute for Computer Science and Control
of the Hungarian Academy of Sciences connected to the Internet and created the
first Hungarian domain, sztaki.hu, on the historical IP address 192.84.225.1
(SZTAKI n.d.). Although joining the network was only available for universities at
the time, commercial Internet services soon followed. In 1996, Matáv – the largest
Hungarian telecommunication company of the time – introduced the Internet
(on a telephone modem-basis; MatávNet) to the wider public, initiating a widespread emergence of new media technologies that has not stopped changing the
media environment ever since (Varga 2011). Today, more than 25 years later, the
Internet penetration is reaching approximately three quarters of the population
above the age of 15 (77.52%), that is, almost 6.5 million Hungarian annual users
(NMHH 2021).
Along with this fundamental transformation of the prevailing media environment, related social (and more specifically, communication) scientific
research, being unable to interpret the emerging phenomena using traditional
theories and tools of communication research, needed to undergo fundamental
changes as well. Tölgyesi (2003) proposes a differentiation between pre-web
and web-era communication science and draws the line between the two around
1994–95. In fact, ever since this shift of research focus, the general number of
studies regarding different social aspects of the Internet and new media has not
stopped increasing (e.g., Katona et al. 2021). Furthermore, throughout the years,
a distinct line of self-reﬂexive research appears addressing the role of social sciences within this novel social, cultural, political, as well as economic context these
new technologies brought about (Dányi et al. 2004; Kiss 2004). Notwithstanding,
the number of systematic-quantitative studies regarding online media research
in Hungary is extremely low (Katona et al. 2021), and the overall picture concerning
the ﬁeld is yet to be drawn. The biggest problem such analyses are bound to
face is the lack of easily searchable and reliable databases to aid the data collection
process. Therefore, existent studies – to avoid comprehensive manual data
collection – typically either focus on individual journals without applying any
speciﬁc ﬁlters regarding its contents (Katona et al. 2021), or remain subjective
considering the articles being taken into consideration (Kiss 2004). Furthermore,
as Hu and Chen (2022) note regarding systematic reviews, although simplistic
bibliometrics can help drawing out research patterns, they cannot assess internal
(and external) factors affecting the direction of the research. Consequently,
a combination of scientiﬁc knowledge mapping and qualitative literature review
methods is needed.
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To mend this gap, we provide a systematic literature review of the main trends
and development of Hungarian online media research as indicated by the most
influential journals of the field between 1995 and 2021. First, we apply keyword
analysis to indicate the major trends of research. Second, based on the results of
the keyword analysis, we provide an overview of the core issues and the most
prominent topics discussed as well as the development of these traditions. Third,
we formulate reflections regarding the results of the analysis with a high emphasis
on current internationalization processes within the region and prospects of
Hungarian online communication research along these transformations of the
academic sphere.
Consequently, we formulate the following research questions:
RQ1: What are the major topical and methodological trends in Hungarian online
media research?
RQ2: How did the field of Hungarian online media research develop since 1995?

2 Data Collection
In the literature compilation process, we selected articles published in three major
Hungarian communication and media journals (i.e., Jel-kép, Információs Társadalom, and Médiakutató) between January 1, 1995, and December 31, 2021, using
a list of relevant keywords (e.g., internet, online news, social media, etc.) as
“search terms”, and the title, the abstract, and the keywords of the articles as the
“search ﬁelds”. Our keywords were selected to indicate a variety of articles
investigating different aspects of online media and online communication phenomena. As no uniﬁed database is available for searching Hungarian publications
in this manner, the selection was done manually by browsing through the individual journals’ archives, applying automatic searching methods only where
available. The journals were selected as both being amongst the highest-ranking
Hungarian communication journals in the ofﬁcial journal ranking of the Hungarian Academy of Sciences (MTA 2016), and generally held to be the most relevant
Hungarian outlets for online media studies amongst Hungarian researchers
(Információs Társadalom [Information Society], Médiakutató [Media Researcher],
Jel-kép [Symbol]). The time frame was selected based on Tölgyesi’s (2003) notion of
web-era communication science starting around 1995. This year also coincides
with the establishment of the ﬁrst Hungarian online news outlet, Internetto, which
many consider to be ground zero for Hungarian online media history (Szakadát
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2016; Tófalvy 2016a), as well as the ﬁrst article relevant to the topic being published
in Jel-kép (Tölgyesi 1995). Therefore, as the journals of Információs Társadalom and
Médiakutató were both established later on (2001 and 2000, respectively), we were
able to assess the totality of relevant literature published in these key journals
concerning online communication and media research.
A total of 367 articles were obtained in this manner (Információs Társadalom:
155; Médiakutató: 125; Jel-kép: 87). As papers were hand-selected (eliminating nonacademic papers, book reviews, and translations of highly inﬂuential articles on
the go), no further data cleaning needed to be done, and all the obtained articles
entered the analysis.
Within the selected journals, the provision of keywords (and in some cases,
of abstracts, even) was not a widely applied practice for a long time. In fact,
although Információs Társadalom supplemented publications with the most
relevant keywords starting as early as 2005, both Jel-kép and Médiakutató only
recently introduced this concept (2016 and 2018, respectively). Keyword analysis
(in a narrow sense), consequently, was not applicable in our case. Instead, we
implemented text analysis using the titles, the abstracts, and the keywords
(where available) of the publications as the corpus. First, we used Text Analyzer
by Online-Utility.org to assess the most important keywords in the corpus – a
script that measures occurrences of frequent words and phrases in a given text.
Second, we eliminated phrases of stop words (e.g., “of”, “the”, etc.) and artifacts
of academic writing (e.g., “study”, “analysis”, etc.) from the list. Third, we
merged remaining synonyms into one item on the list (e.g., “learning” was
merged into “education”; “internet usage” was merged into “internet users”;
“computer games” was merged into “video games”). Finally, for the most
frequent keywords in the corpus, we counted the number of articles in which the
given keyword appears at least once considering the title, the abstract, and the
provided keywords of the publications.

3 Findings
3.1 General Overview
Clear trends of the dataset are indicated when considering both the chronological
distribution of publications and the frequency of keywords. In terms of publication
distribution over the years, a moderate growth trend appears (Figure 1). The lowest
output is measured in 1995 (Min = 1), whilst 2015 was the most productive year
(Max = 25). Examining the publication distribution by year and by journal
(Figure 2), it is indicated that the 2015 maximum (and the following 2016 peak) is
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Figure 1: Total publication distribution by year (1995–2021).

Figure 2: Publication distribution by year and by journal (1995–2021).

the result of all three journals contributing a high number of articles (Jel-kép: 5, 6;
Információs táradalom: 10, 6; Médiakutató: 10, 11). The average annual number of
publications for the whole dataset is 13.6 (M), while the standard deviation is 7.1
(σ2 = 50.5). Therefore, as the Relative Standard Deviation is quite high
(RSD = 52.3%), we refrain from drawing conclusions on a year-to-year basis and
use period averages where applicable.
The first major increase in the annual number of publications (between 2000
and 2002, see Figure 1) is mostly due to the fact, that Információs Társadalom and
Médiakutató were established in those years (2001 and 2000, respectively).
Notwithstanding, the general trend of growth is both supported by the fact, that the
number of articles published in Jel-kép have signiﬁcantly increased throughout
the corpus, and that even after Információs Társadalom and Médiakutató entered
the scene, the general growth remained. Speciﬁcally, the average annual number
of articles published in Jel-kép shows a 63% increase between the periods before
and after the other journals appeared (M96–00 = 2.16/year; M01–21 = 3.52/year),
whilst a signiﬁcant growth in the annual number of articles in the whole dataset
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is also indicated through bigger periods following 2001 (M02–11 = 15.5/year;
M12–21 = 18.6/year).
The second major increase appears between 2013 and 2016. Considering triennial average outputs, to account for the high variance of the dataset (see above),
a more than 50% increase is observed here (M11–13 = 14.7/year; M14–16 = 22.7/year).
As mentioned earlier, the productivity peak of this period is due to signiﬁcant
contributions from all journals (Figure 2), more speciﬁcally, to special issues that
thematically examine online media-related topics.
For instance, within these years, Információs Társadalom published thematic
issues with cultural technology studies (Tófalvy 2014) and on digital natives and
the youth culture of the internet (Csótó et al. 2015), whilst Médiakutató published a
special issue titled “The internet as anarchy” (Szilágyi-Gál 2015) that examined
notions of freedom of expression in an online context and internet ethics in general, and one with a focus on the Hungarian online media history titled “Digital
histories” (Tófalvy 2016b). Other local maxima on Figure 2 are also to be considered
the results of special issues. For example, the publication peaks of Információs
Társadalom in 2004 and 2007 are due to thematic issues on Internet-science
(Karvalics 2004) and e-governance (Molnár and Karvalics 2004a; Pintér 2007a) as
well as publishing an issue based on recent Hungarian doctoral theses considering
relations of the internet and the concept of information society (Pintér 2007b).
In terms of keyword occurrences, social media, information society, internet
user, education, and new media ranked as the top five (Table 1).
Figure 3 shows that four out of the ﬁve most frequent keywords are present
throughout the entire dataset.
Keywords of education and new media appear first in the dataset (in 1999;
Table 2) and then periodically re-occur without orienting towards any clear trend.
Information society and internet users are also adopted early in the dataset
(2000; Table 2), however, they both appear to be slightly declining in the past
decade: for the 2000–2010 period, information society and internet users appear,
respectively, in 26 and 17 articles, whilst for the 2011–2021 period the same
numbers drop to 18 (−30.8%) and 13 (−23.5%) publications. On the other hand,
Table : Top  high frequency keywords.
Keywords
Social media
Information society
Internet user
Education
New media
Public administration
Young people

Articles








Keywords
Digital divide
Video games
E-government
Online media
Public service
Big data
Digital culture

Articles
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Figure 3: Top five high-frequency keywords distribution by year.
Table : Year in which each keyword was used for the ﬁrst time.
Keywords

Year

Keywords

Year

New media
Education
Internet user
Information society
Young people
Public service
Digital culture









Digital divide
Public administration
E-government
Online media
Social media
Video games
Big data









social media – that is, the most frequent keyword in the whole corpus (Table 1) –
only appears in 2010 for the ﬁrst time. Notwithstanding, from 2013 onwards,
it consistently and undoubtably dominates the ﬁeld (Figure 3).
Besides the top five phrases, other keywords are also extensively featured at
different periods of time. Digital divide and digital inequality appear quite early in
the data (2003, 2007); however, they seem to lose relevance in time (after 2008 and
2010). Similarly, network society (and social network) is mostly featured within the
period between 2003 and 2013. Other keywords, after first appearing, stay mostly
relevant throughout. First, a cluster of typically Web 2.0-related keywords appear
around 2010 and stay prominent afterwards (e.g., Web 2.0, 2008; social media,
2010; video games, 2010). Second, a distinct field of keywords concerning public
service (2002), e-government (2004), and public administration (2004) within the
context of the information superhighway emerges not long into the new millennium and is associated with several publications throughout. Most recently, novel
keywords of Big Data (2012), algorithms (2015), and artificial intelligence (2018)
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seem to arise. Furthermore, although publications concerning young people
appear as early as 2002 (Table 2), 67% (n = 10) of these were published very
recently, following 2015. Notwithstanding, local peaks in the dataset can, once
again, be attributed to thematic issues being published within the key journals.
Moreover, the general high frequency of information society as a keyword – at least
partly – stems from the fact that one of the journals directly addresses phenomena
concerning the notion (Információs Társadalom [Information Society]). This is
especially articulated within the years following the journal’s establishment
(2001–2007; see Figure 3).
Finally, we rendered the list of the most productive authors in online media
research in Hungary to assess key figures forming the publication field based on
our dataset (Table 3). Notwithstanding, for a multiplicity of reasons, this list in no
case to be confused for ranking excellence. First, as no reliable database is
available to assess impact measures for our data (i.e., citations, downloads, etc.),
we solely relied on publication output. Second, although in the Hungarian context
these journals are to be considered the key outlets of the ﬁeld, that is by no means
true for the international research community. In fact, based only on our dataset,
it is impossible to identify those authors who publish more or exclusively in
international journals and therefore lack publications in our corpus, as well as
those who publish a great deal of articles almost exclusively in Hungarian journals
and consequently have virtually no international visibility. This latter notion,
being key to the future of Hungarian online media research, is discussed in more
detail in Section 4 (Reﬂections).

3.2 Core Issues
In the following sections, based on the trends identified by the keyword analysis,
we provide an overview of the core issues and the most prominent fields in Hungarian online media research.
Table : Top  most productive authors.
Author
Katalin Fehér
Zoltán Szűts
Csilla Herendy
János Tölgyesi
Márton Iványi
Jinil Yoo
Szilárd Molnár

Publication count








Author
Judit Bayer
Tamás Tófalvy
Róbert Pintér
Mihály Gálik
László Karvalics
Róbert Tardos
Tamás Bokody

Publication count
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3.2.1 New Media and the Internet
The first ever publications concerning new media and the Internet in Hungary were
starting to appear in the mid-nineties. As Tölgyesi (1995) noted, although there
were discussions about the communication capabilities of personal computers
beforehand, and a wide range of ideas have already been put forward, the actual
practice could only be studied for a couple of years, as it was only in 1993 –
following the change of regime and with signiﬁcant foreign support – that the
international computer network reached Hungarian universities for the ﬁrst time.
Notwithstanding, the number of publications rapidly increased within these years
(see Figure 1), bringing forth a variety of related notions and ideas. In an early line
of articles published in Jel-kép, Tölgyesi (1995, 1996a, 1996b, 1998, 1999, 2001)
provides insight into the international communication ﬁeld concerning this new
medium, as well as the possibilities of local adaptation. These works include
publications on the notions of multimedia and hypermedia (Tölgyesi 1995), the
more general international academic dialogue concerning the Internet (Tölgyesi
1996a), and several articles on media convergence and the broadcasting potential
of the information superhighway (Tölgyesi 1998, 1999, 2001). Calling out the
importance of the emerging new media and providing ﬁrst-hand analyses on
the related phenomena in Hungarian, his works are to be considered pivotal in the
development of Internet-related communication research in Hungary.
The momentum for the field’s development – following these initial publications of Tölgyesi – was quickly ampliﬁed by others. Moldován (1997) traces how
traditional news outlets are adopting to the large-scale ICT-based transformation
of the media environment, Szántai (1998) examines the international and domestic
trends of Internet-based advertising, whilst Gálik (1999) scrutinizes the impact of
convergence and of the Internet on the media market. Besides the substantial
transformations of the media environment, notions of Internet law and policies
also emerge as focal points of interest for these initial studies. On one hand, for
instance, in a rather techno-pessimistic manner, Nagy (1997) discusses copyright
issues arising alongside the Internet and raises fundamental questions whether
intellectual property on the Internet is protected by copyright, who is considered
an author within this new context, and how dealing with copyright infringement
on the Internet is attainable. Similarly, Lustyik (2000), in one of the ﬁrst articles
ever published in Médiakutató, highlights issues of easily accessible Internet
pornography and children in the United States, with a speciﬁc focus on regulatory
options and constraints. On the other hand, and in a characteristically technooptimistic fashion, P. Molnár (2001, 2002) promotes the emerging new media as an
outlet for freedom, and free speech, in particular. He notes (2002, p. 79) that – as
a general principle of Internet law – traditional media regulations should be

Online communication research in Hungary

419

avoided, and instead of content regulation (with exceptions proving the rule,
e.g., Internet pornography), market competition and accessibility should be
prompted.
Notwithstanding, the general ambiguity of expectations concerning the
Internet – that is, a divide between optimists and pessimists – is clearly shown in
these early stages of adaptation. For instance, Fehér (1999, 2006) renders an
assessment of metaphors applied in Hungarian news to describe virtual reality and
ﬁnds a wide variety of concepts with both optimistic (dream, journey) and pessimistic (e.g., drug, addiction) traits. Similarly, Krajcsi (2000) provides a list of
the commonly voiced concerns of the Internet at the time, including issues with
the reliability and credibility of information online, the risks of losing sense of
reality, alienation, losing identity, increased aggression, emerging pathologies
and other extremities, and the dehumanization of communication. Angelusz and
Tardos (1999) ﬁnds that the emergence of these new technologies are most
welcome within those demographics where the PC and the Internet have already
become more widespread and the use of these technologies has already brought
about several professional and other beneﬁts (i.e., individuals with a degree,
younger generations). Most pessimism, on the other hand, is found at the older and
uneducated demographics, who are generally more skeptic about the changes
technical innovation promote and have personally gained the least through the
spread of these new tools.
In general, most of the above-mentioned articles are theoretical in nature –
a distinct characteristic of the ﬁeld of online communication research, even later
on. The few existing empirical studies in these early years typically focus on the
domestic spread of the new technology and general patterns of Internet use
and of online media consumption (e.g., Angelusz and Tardos 1999; Szántai 1998;
Tardos 2003).
3.2.2 Information Society
The predominance of theoretical papers is especially articulated amongst articles
related to the notion of information society. Here, the bulk of research – although
not exclusively – is provided by the journal Információs Társadalom. In fact, within
the introduction to the very ﬁrst issue of the journal (2001/1), the editors specifically highlight a general commitment towards theoretical approaches as one of
the journal’s main aspirations (Karvalics et al. 2001). A recent topic analysis of
the articles published in the journal since 2005, conducted by Katona et al. (2021),
also seem to support the claim that in 20 years Információs Társadalom has not
deviated from these original goals: nearly one-ﬁfth of all articles involved
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(including book reviews, interviews etc.) was subsumed to the topic of the theory of
information society, rendering it the largest theme throughout the analysis
(Katona et al. 2021 p. 24).
As the notion of information society can be approached from numerous
aspects – and accommodates a wide variety of related concepts and ideas – the
topics of the studies in this line of research are rather diverse. For instance, in one
of the earliest publications, Pintér (2000) provides a comprehensive overview on
the main concept based on Castell’s original trilogy of The Information Age, while
later on, he connects the notion of risk society to information society (Pintér 2002).
Similarly, Karvalics (2001) explores the history of science concerning information
society and traces the focal concept back to Tadao Umesao (Umesao and Toh 1992).
S. Molnár (2001) sets out to critically assess arguments concerning how network
communication can facilitate the accumulation of certain elements of social capital. He promotes the view that the communication via digital networks has a
positive effect on community engagement and participation capital – providing
aid to the declining small community organizations and the civil society in general.
Similar optimistic views are echoed by Bartha (2002) and Dessewffy (2002), where
the former introduces Hampton’s Netville (Hampton 2001), whilst the latter – after
considering the communal beneﬁts digital networks accommodate – raises
important issues concerning unequal access and participation, connecting the
theoretical tradition of information society to the growing line of empirical
research considering the digital divide.
The topical diversity of the works concerning information society, in general,
is apparent. Majó (2006) analyses various key aspects of the concept (e.g., technology, scientiﬁc thinking, resources, economics, knowledge, etc.) only to indicate
how far the notion of information society goes beyond information-technology
and mere digital infrastructure. In fact, one reoccurring theme across these theoretical papers concerns the potential role social sciences play in the context of
network communication and the Internet. Such works – with a strong self-reﬂexive
edge – are found throughout the corpus regarding sociology (Dányi et al. 2004),
communication science (Kiss 2004), as well as the study of law (Nagy 2004). In
general, the theoretical tradition of information society is most notably present in
the early years of online media research, especially during the period following the
2001 establishment of Információs Társadalom (see Figure 1; also, Katona et al.
2021). Notwithstanding, it is frequently featured later on as well, concerning a
variety of topics and related notions, including connectivism (Sinka 2011), cyberutopia (Iványi 2015), big data (Galántai 2016; Szűts and Yoo 2016), and psychopolitics (Iványi 2021).
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3.2.3 Inequalities and the Digital Divide
As mentioned above (see 3.2.1. New media and the Internet), one of the earliest
concerns voiced regarding the Internet was the novel types of communication
inequalities it might bring forward. The problem proved to be even more ambiguous as many advocates of the upcoming information era speciﬁcally proclaimed
the Internet culture to – at least, in principle – hinder existing disparities by
expanding the public sphere and, thus, democratize social relations in general
(e.g., Bartha 2002; S. Molnár 2001). It seemed, as Angelusz and Tardos (1999)
noted, that although the new communication technologies, in the long run, may
give rise to novel interaction communities, in the shorter term – while a signiﬁcant
part of the population has limited access to these technologies – they are more
likely to contribute to the deepening of social inequalities.
In general, articles regarding notions of digital inequalities seem to culminate
in special issues being published throughout the years. Moreover, whilst earlier
publications usually focus on disparities regarding access to these new technologies (e.g., Angelusz and Tardos 1999; Lengyel et al. 2003), a turn towards differences in consumption patterns is later indicated (e.g., Kollányi & Székely).
In 2006, Információs Társadalom published a special issue (2006/2) comprising of
presentations given at the conference Information Society and Social Integration a
year before. Kollányi and Székely (2006), for instance, analyses three disadvantaged group based on World Internet Project data – including the elderly people,
the Roma people, and people living in rural areas – and argue for special development programs regarding ICTs. Similarly, Molnár (2006) argues that smaller
settlements across the country – lacking community spaces that most often also
provide access to ICT tools (e.g., libraries, community centers) – are especially
prone to fall behind on adapting new technologies resulting in a widening the
digital divide between bigger cities and these more isolated areas. In 2008, a
thematic volume concerning e-Inclusion (Információs Társadalom 2008/2) voices
similar issues weighting on rural areas (Kollányi and Kurucz 2008) and the Roma
community (Kollányi and Kurucz 2008; Kurucz 2008), as well as highlighting some
of the motivational barriers hindering adaptation (Galácz and Ságvári 2008). With
this latter notion we already see a turn towards consumption patterns. In fact, as
access to the Internet became increasingly widespread (and available), research
gradually seem to move from disparities of access towards differences of new
media consumption, with a special attention towards generational disparities
(Katona et al. 2021). This transformation of the ﬁeld is already indicated by a
thematic issue in the following year concerning the notion of an ageing society in
the context of the information era (Gyarmati 2009; Rab 2009), as well as one in
2017 concerning digital poverty and novel manifestations of digital inequalities
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(Csepeli 2017; Csótó 2017; Sólyom 2017). Most recently, we see studies of digital
inequalities addressing issues regarding the COVID-19 pandemic. Vajda (2020), for
instance, examines ICT access patterns of the elderly population in order to assess
potential channels of crisis communication, whilst Rákóczy (2021) analyses online
public service messages addressed to the elderly, as well as the reach and the
impact of these information regarding the pandemic.
3.2.4 Education, Digital Literacy
Strongly connected to research regarding the digital divide and the differences
of new media consumption habits, education and digital literacy also emerge as
signiﬁcant focal points of research. Studies, here, both include works on the impact
ICT technologies (and online tools) have on traditional education (e.g., Károlyi and
Bakó 2012), as well as articles examining digital literacy education (e.g., Pintér 2008;
Siakas 2008). Once again, we ﬁnd studies to be culminating in thematic issues and
around speciﬁc external projects considering the topic. In 2008, numerous studies
have been published following project NETIS (Network for Teaching Information
Society), which aimed to develop an information society-based e-learning curriculum for undergraduate students (Bessenyei and Tóth 2008; Pintér 2008; Sadler and
Kalvet 2008; Siakas 2008; Tóth and Bessenyei 2008). In 2012, Információs Társadalom published a thematic issue speciﬁcally focusing on the changing media
environment of education. The volume comprised of a variety of related topics,
including a theoretical work considering the 21st century metamorphosis of interpersonal discourse and its effects on education (Károlyi and Bakó 2012), as well as a
developmental cases study concerning e-learning in a university environment
(Lengyel and Herdon 2012) and studies examining novel educational tools of tablets
(Duma and Monda 2012) and online projects (Hülber 2012). The general diversity of
education-related studies did not lessen throughout the years. In recent years, we
ﬁnd articles on the possibilities of curricula based on Massive Open Online Courses
(MOOC; Majó-Petri et al. 2020), publications considering digital inequalities in education (Barnucz and Fónai 2020), as well as studies scrutinizing distant learning in
the context of the COVID-19 pandemic (Rajnai and Németh 2021; Tóth and Mitev
2020). Moreover, a general turn from theoretical works towards empirical (or even
more, practical) studies is partially documented within the corpus of the relevant
research (Katona et al. 2021).
3.2.5 E-Governance
A topically more specific line of research concerns e-governance (see Figure 1), that
is, the use of ICTs in public administration. The ﬁrst thematic issue – including the
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ﬁrst related articles – was published in 2004 admitting that although the notion of
e-governance is increasingly emerging as a popular topic of political and organizational discourse, the scientiﬁc (and mostly, social scientiﬁc) aspects of the issue
have so far failed to receive due attention (Molnár and Karvalics 2004a, 2004b).
Amending this shortcoming, Kleinheincz (2004) examines the Hungarian public
administration communication development in the past 35 years, whilst Nyáry
(2004) provides theoretical considerations of ICT development in a parliamentary
context. Similarly, the 2007/1 volume of Információs Társadalom opts for an
e-governmental focus. Notwithstanding, whilst in 2004 authors needed to argue
for the mere legitimacy of e-governmental tools, three years later – and in line with
the inevitability of the subject by the time – empirical results started to dominate
the publication ﬁeld (Molnár 2007). Karvalics et al. (2007) formulate a wellfounded critique regarding the Hungarian public administration reforms of the
time being generally ignorant towards e-governmental tools and targets. At the
same time, in diverse studies, both European (Juhász 2007) and American
(Karvalics 2007) best practices are provided, as well as an annual report of the state
of development regarding the Hungarian e-government (Borovitz et al. 2007). The
ﬁrst user side analysis is conducted by Csüllög and Varga (2007). Their results
suggests that the majority of the population have little or no knowledge regarding
e-governmental services, and that this knowledge gap strongly correlates with the
digital divide between lower and higher social status groups, further emphasizing
concerns regarding digital inequalities and the civil society.
In general, issues regarding the Hungarian adaptation of e-governmental tools
are reoccurring throughout the years. Most recently, Herendy and Budai (2021)
conducted an analysis to assess the quality of local governmental websites and
found that most of these outlets fall short of the level citizens are used to encounter
on an everyday basis on other service providers’ websites. Moreover, most of these
pages still have accessibility problems regarding the disabled, as well as missing
foreign language options for most of the time – problems, which could be avoided
with consistent and professional user research and testing. Consequently,
regarding the Hungarian e-governmental system, there still seems to be room for
improvement today.
3.2.6 Social Media
Although being only present from 2010 onwards (Table 2; also, Katona et al. 2021),
social media appears to be the most frequently addressed topic in Hungarian
online media research (Figure 1). Among the ﬁrst articles to discuss the topic is
Burján’s (2010a, 2010b) two-fold analysis of Internet-based political campaigns, in
which he provides a comprehensive overview of the new media tools utilized in the
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2010 Hungarian parliamentary elections campaigns as well as future prospects of
these technologies. His analysis covers a wide variety of online services, including
Youtube, Twitter, Ustream, and Facebook. It is important to note, that although the
number of Facebook users were rapidly increasing within these early years,
Facebook was only the third largest social networking site in Hungary for a long
time, following locally developed services of Iwiw and MyVip (Burján 2010b).
Shortly after Burján’s initial studies, a wide range of studies concerning social
media appeared. The diversity of these works, by itself, is an indication of the
signiﬁcant effects of social media on the socio-cultural, economic, and political
environment of the Hungarian society. Among the earlier publications, we ﬁnd
articles regarding the changing habits of consumers within this new media environment (Bokody and Urbán 2011; Csüllög 2012; Duma and Monda 2011), the
shifting media distribution of the market (Ferencz and Rétfalvi 2011), issues of data
security (Gayer and Balog 2011), as well as a strong line of critical-theoretical
research concerning post-modern political and economic aspects of this novel
environment (e.g., fragmented publicity, polarization, world-systems; Iványi
2014a, 2014b, 2014c; Bokor 2014). Notwithstanding, all these focal points of
mainstream research interest keep reappearing throughout the years with both
optimistic (Bene and Somodi 2018) and pessimistic (Barta 2018) overtones. Moreover, novel topics are also constantly being addressed, including – most recently –
phenomena of social silence (that is, a voluntary exile from social media sites;
Mihalik 2020; Ujhely and Domonkos 2016), digital identities and online selfrepresentations (Scheicher 2020), and the linguistic aspects of social media use
(Baksa 2018; Bódi 2020; Parapics 2020; Veszelszki 2017).
3.2.7 Video Games
Similar to social media-related research, studies concerning video games and the
online gamer community appear relatively late in time (2010; Figure 1). Furthermore, although other online communities are also examined (Iványi 2014b,
2014d), articles regarding online gaming have a distinct tradition within the
Hungarian research ﬁeld. Amongst the very ﬁrst articles, Csepeli and Prazsák
(2010) examined a representative sample of 1000 Internet users concerning their
online and ofﬂine activities. The focus of their analyses was on the relationship
between online video games and their traditional counterparts played in the
physical world. Their results indicate that – at the time – playing online games was
not at the expense of traditional gaming. However, they also note somewhat
pessimistically, that video games carry obvious dangers, especially towards young
people lacking a strong embeddedness into the social body and, therefore, prone
to isolation. Urbán (2011) examines history making mechanisms within virtual
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communities based on the analysis of the massive multiplayer online game (MMO)
eRepublik and ﬁnds strong indications of an imaginary historical memory existing
within the gamer community. The same year, Tóth (2011) provides theoretical
considerations regarding notions of simulation and narratives within computer
games. Shortly after, Szigeti and Horváth (2012) considers online environmental
games and how these can prompt sustainability and increase environmental
awareness. The corpus of related articles seems to peak in 2008, when a special
issue of Információs Társadalom (2018/1) concerning video games and e-sports is
published. Within this thematic volume we both ﬁnd current analyses and overviews
of the Hungarian gaming community (Pintér 2018), general introduction to novel
markets of e-sports (Szabella 2018), as well as a review of the current theoretical
and practical approaches concerning the problematic use of video games (Bányai
et al. 2018).
In general, theoretical studies seem to dominate the tradition (Karvalics 2018;
Kiss 2018; Pólya 2019, 2020). Notwithstanding, we also ﬁnd – although to a smaller
extent – empirical works (Csepeli and Prazsák 2010; Pintér 2018), as well as both
optimistic (Szigeti and Horváth 2012; Urbán 2011) and pessimistic (Bányai et al.
2018; Szerdi 2018) voices concerning online gaming.
3.2.8 Big Data, Algorithms, and Artificial Intelligence
Novel trends of research include articles on the interconnected notions of big data,
algorithms, and artificial intelligence within the emerging new media environment. Regarding big data, the first studies appeared around 10 years ago, after
Információs Társadalom published a Hungarian translation of “Critical questions
for big data” by Boyd and Crawford (2012). Interestingly enough, and echoing the
tone of this seminal study, most of the following publications hit a criticalpessimistic tone towards big data and the related phenomena: Pintér (2013) provides a comprehensive overview of the actors and aspects involved in the Snowden
case, whilst Fehér (2014) emphasizes issues of digital identity (e.g., risk, vulnerability, reputation) within the context of big data. In 2016, two articles consider the
paradigm shift big data brought about within the information society in general
(Szűts and Yoo 2016), and within science with regards to causality (Galántai 2016).
The bulk of the relevant research here is, once again, theoretical in nature.
Notwithstanding, most recently, empirical studies also started to appear, typically
considering a practical approach towards tools of big data analysis (e.g., media
content analysis: Szűts 2017; IoT-related medical applications: Tóth and Szilágyi
2021). Considering algorithms and artiﬁcial intelligence, the majority of relevant
studies date even later. Furthermore, the increasing frequency of these concepts
reﬂect the high level and growing popularity of the topic (Katona et al. 2021).

426

G. Háló

Following the 2015 discussion starter thematic issue of Információs Társadalom on
artiﬁcial intelligence (Karvalics 2015; Síklaki 2015), we ﬁnd works on ﬁlter bubbles
and the consequent online radicalization processes (Gálik 2020), diversitysensitive algorithms and social platforms (Reinhardt 2021), as well as the possibilities and limitations of AI-based chatbots (Kenesi and Bognár 2019; Szűts and
Yoo 2018). Notwithstanding, apart from a few recent examples (e.g., Kenese and
Bognár 2019), the bulk of research considering notions of algorithms and artiﬁcial
intelligence within the context of new media is almost exclusively comprised of
theoretical papers that most often borrow a critical perspective (Gálik 2020;
Reinhardt 2021). This trend of theoretical dominance – especially within the early
years of emerging research interests (see 3.2.1. New media and the Internet, and
3.2.4. Education, digital literacy) – seem to be consistent across various traditions in
Hungarian online media research.

4 Reflections
In general, the results suggest Hungarian online media research to be a diverse
field, accommodating a variety of approaches – theoretical (Galántai 2016; Iványi
2015) and empirical (Pintér 2018; Szántai 1998; Tardos 2003) – as well as a
complexity of voices – be that optimistic (P. Molnár 2001, 2002) or pessimistic
(Barta 2018; Krajcsi 2000) towards the new media environment. Notwithstanding,
although after strong initial theoretical dominances across various subtopics,
empirical studies are now increasingly gaining ground, these two methodological
traditions, for the most part, seem to evade each other. Therefore, a more active
dialogue between studies of theoretical, critical, and empirical nature is prompted.
Furthermore, the embeddedness of Hungarian online communication (and,
in general, communication) research into the international academic community
is a pivotal question when it comes to the international impact of local research
and the transferability of the Hungarian research model within the globalized ﬁeld
of academia. For a long time in history, communication and media studies within
Central and Eastern Europe could not develop organically, as the repressive
political regime of the Soviet Union rendered such developments of the ﬁeld
virtually impossible for decades. Serious deﬁciencies in free speech, the absence of
press freedom, the prohibition of international traveling and the lack of appropriate language learning – apart from Russian, of course – led to the region’s
complete isolation from the international scientiﬁc community, especially in the
case of the ideologically more sensitive social sciences (Kornai 1992). Consequently, an “academic gap” arose between the Western and Eastern conception of
communication and media scholarship (Lauk 2015). After the end of the bipolar
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world, and despite the efforts of the region in the past 25 years (including academic
institutions, university faculties, national and international organizations and
professional journals), there is still a wide abyss between the international
contribution of Central and Eastern European communication scholars and those
of the West. While there is an ongoing reform with the aim of internationalizing
Hungarian scholarship, publishing in international journals, for instance, were
mandatory neither for professors, nor for doctoral students up until recent years.
Consequently, publications in international journals are, in general, relatively
scarce among Hungarian communication and media scholars, and those who
publish on an international scale are typically of the younger generations.
According to SciVal data, there is only one Hungarian communication scholar
(apart from communication engineers) that published more than 10 papers in the
last ﬁve years in indexed international journals, and another who published more
than ﬁve. Both of them started to publish very recently, about ﬁve years ago.
Moreover, there is a trend that tries to sidestep the novel internationalization policy
requirements by establishing Hungarian journals and make them indexed in
Scopus, that is, the international database of indexed journals used by the most
popular global university rankings such as THE and QS. For instance, Információs
Társadalom, one of the examined outlets of the above analysis, while published in
Hungarian – and therefore most likely to be read by Hungarian scholars only – is
considered to be international pro forma, as it is indexed in Scopus. The problem
with such tendencies is that, ﬁrst, publishing in Hungarian journals, even if they
are indexed in Scopus, will not raise the international visibility of Hungarian
scholarship. Second, as publishing in these kinds of journals fulﬁlls the internationalization requirements in many institutions, it might actually withhold aspirations for publishing in “real” international journals. International (that is,
internationally visible and potentially impactful) publications are especially
important to aid the above-mentioned historical shortcomings of Hungarian
scholarship and, so, for Hungarian scholars to meaningfully participate in the
globalized ﬁeld of academic knowledge production. It is important to note, that
these aspirations are not only beneﬁcial for Hungarian scholarship, but –
considering the Mertonian norm of universality (Merton 1968, 1973) and the
consequent need for an epistemological diversity in social sciences with regards to
geographical regions (Demeter 2018; Demeter and Tóth 2020) – for the international research community as well. In fact, the bulk of Hungarian online
communication research is virtually invisible to the international (as well as the
regional) research community simply because of the fact of being published in
Hungarian. At the same time, post-socialist critique of information society could
naturally widen the mainstream Western theoretical framework. Furthermore,
a more vivid dialogue between regional countries sharing aspects of their
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historical pasts (and the consequent cultural present) could also bring about major
development in the ﬁeld. Increasing international visibility is therefore heavily
prompted. Notwithstanding, these processes are hindered by the fact that the
interest of central (that is, Western) academia does not seem to extend to autonomous Eastern research, but only to the East as research topic for Western scholars
(Harro-Loit 2015). The challenge for Hungarian online communication research is
therefore twofold, marked by both local academic cultural shortcomings rooted in
the socialist and post-socialist legacy, as well as strong systematic disparities of
the current globalized academia.
Finally, although the bulk of early theoretical studies – mending the language
barriers rooted in the Soviet past – effectively functioned as interpretations of
inﬂuential Western authors in Hungarian (or oftentimes even direct translations),
due to recent internationalization processes and the consequent necessity of
language learning (especially English), works following this line of tradition are
inevitably losing functionality. Notwithstanding, these fundamental transformations of the ﬁeld, if properly addressed, also allow for stronger empirical, as
well as more locally aware (that is, culturally more sensitive) theoretical and
critical traditions to arise. Adapting to the context of academic globalization,
therefore, should not be seen as a mere obligation forced onto scholars by various
internationalization policies, but also as an opportunity for Hungarian communication scholarship to grow.

4.1 Limitations and Future Research
Although the results are indicative, it is important to note that our analysis is
limited by both the scale of the study and the depth of the qualitative analysis. On
one hand, lacking a unified database which allows for automatic article selection
protocols, we limited our analysis to three major communication journals dealing
with online media phenomena. Future research, however, could extend the scope
of analysis to related outlets in the fields of sociology (e.g., Szociológiai Szemle,
socio.hu), where social and everyday communication-related consequences of
online media usage are mostly published, and political science (e.g., Politikatudományi Szemle), where online political communication research is largely
concentrated. On the other hand, future research should also consider looking at
the history of Hungarian online communication research in a historically and
culturally sensitive manner. A plethora of external factors stemming from the
socialist and post-socialist legacy can be considered to have a major impact on the
Hungarian academic ﬁeld today such as ideological separation, economic
underdevelopment, underfunding of research, language barriers (Karady and
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Nagy 2018; Kwiek 2012). Looking at academic cultural path-dependencies in a
highly contextualized approach, therefore, can provide valuable insight on Hungarian online media research on the background of international and globalized
Western academia.
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Abstract: This study aims to measure the effects of exposure to a YouTube platform, the Moshaya Family Channel, on the socialization of children. We monitored
the content provided by the channel and how children are affected by it in terms of
moral and behavioral aspects, specifically the impacts of their repeated exposure
to the programs on their life satisfaction. This needed to be studied due to the
increase in views and subscriptions to the channel, and children’s level of
attachment to the presented content. This research uses the survey method. An
online questionnaire was used to obtain information from a study sample of 338
Saudi mothers whose children are watching “The Moshaya Family Channel.”
Children’s ages ranged from 5 to 13 years old. The most important result is that a big
proportion of children have the awareness of terms like subscribe, share, like and
views. The reason for that is due to their being influenced by the idea of popularity
and their desire to make their own YouTube channel. The research also found that
a big proportion of children preferred prank content in the channel and described it
as interesting, which pushed them to imitate these pranks in their lives. The
research found that most mothers don’t like their children to watch the channel
because it incites the child to prank others and prompts buying behavior in children. This confirms the role played by new media platforms, especially YouTube,
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which result in children acquiring values not only for entertainment, but also a tool
for learning, communication and entertainment.
Keywords: Moshaya family, YouTube, life satisfaction, popularity

1 Introduction
Today, public diplomacy is one of the foreign policy arms of the state, but the
adoption of programs and activities for public diplomacy differs from one country
to another. Jill Shuker said that, to build public diplomacy, along with traditional
diplomacy, it needs a deep understanding of public diplomacy and its role in
state’s foreign policy. So, countries that are distinguished by broad political,
economic and cultural activities need public diplomatic programs that are
consistent with their external activities, which help the country communicate with
the people and justify its foreign policy (Sadig 2011).
One reason for the emergence and development of public diplomacy in America is
due to America’s political activity and its global leader role. Melsen recalled that after
the 9.11 events, public diplomacy, without doubt, was one of the most important
foreign policy tools for the United States (Friedman and Friedman 2008).
The twenty-first century witnesses many kinds of media and the most prominent one is the new media. It became a major authority that brought about a
revolution in television activities (Sadig 2011).
Considering that new media is a new phenomenon, it has many definitions. A
previous study summarized the concept of new media in five terms known as: The
five C’s: communication, collaboration, community, creativity and convergence
(Friedman and Friedman 2008).
According to Leste’s definition, the new media, in short, are a group of
communication technologies that were born from the link between the computer
and the traditional media, printing, photography, audio and video. In other
studies, the new media is confined as dynamic, interactive media that combines
sound, text and photo in one file that can be shared with others. Instead of being
message recipient, the new media became a maker of news material, a true
participant in the media (Alzahraa and Mofedah 2021).
New media’s uses are increased by its multiple functions. This is reflected by a
group of entertainment, social and media uses, as well as dialog and discussion. It
is clear that the new media became a useful force in shaping human relations and
expressing the civilization and culture of society by creating a common base that
gathers the opinions and beliefs of society members, so that they can express their
emotions and needs. New media also enable enrichment of social ties between
individuals and groups and the unification of their communications. Not to

Saudi Children and Moshaya YouTube Channel

439

mention the technological progress, since new media have overcome all obstacles
related to broadcasting times and geography (Feda 2014).
While new media has become a reality that imposes itself, they have much
influence on the political, social, health, academic and educational fields. One
effect of new media on Saudi society is the large flow of information, which leads to
the adoption of a new system of values, customs and transactions that may be
different from the teachings of traditional religion, in addition to putting major
pressure on the family’s economic budget because of the success of tempting
advertisements targeting women and children.
We do not overlook the emergence of new variables that move public opinion
because new media have become a civilized and sometimes chaotic cultural
connection that interferes with people’s paths and shapes their behavior. It is
noted that these modern technologies represent constructive factors if they are
targeted in a constructive manner.
When talking about effects of the new media on Saudi society, one cannot forget
that the child is the cornerstone of the Saudi family and society. The Kingdom of Saudi
Arabia has a special cultural environment where young people under 15 years old
dominate the largest proportion of modern technology use (Alaqel 2013).
Second, today’s children are brought up in a completely communicative
environment, and multimedia is an integral part of a child’s surroundings, which
affects several aspects, including academic performance, and the disintegration of
the family bond. That disintegration leads to social isolation and encourages violent behavior, as children are unable to distinguish between the real world and
the virtual world, in addition to forming unrealistic mental images and acquiring
values that do not fit with the culture of society. This technology will not only
influence linguistic development, where the phrases and terms used do not fit the
local language, but also psychological risks caused by these networks such as
dissatisfaction, imitation and empathy of famous personalities (Awwaj 2016).
Despite realizing the negative effects, it is difficult to prevent children from
exposure to this technology, especially YouTube, which has become a reality
imposed on us, as it has a number of positive effects such as acquiring new skills
and learning about other cultures, and other negative effects, most notably the
changes that occurred in the structure of the family, including widening the
generation gap between parents and children and changing the value system of
both parents and children (Hasromia and Fatemah 2018).

2 Statement of Research Problem
Children in our contemporary societies are experiencing a technological revolution,
especially after the spread of desktops, laptops, various gaming devices, tablets, and
smart phones, such as Galaxy, iPhone, iPod, iPad and Galaxy Tab (Hassan 2016).
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Most previous studies focused on knowing the uses and gratifications achieved from exposure to new media and their impact on variables such as values,
religious practices, language and identity, in addition to highlighting its impact on
the socialization of school students.
One 2014 study (Emad and El-Rawas 2014) found no difference in demographic
elements in terms of gender in exposure to new media and people used new media
most in vacation times. As for the language factor, this study stated that the effect
on the language was positive by learning new words, but in the future, it is
necessary to be wary of the phenomenon of writing Arabic in English letters.
Another study showed (Mahah 2015) high rates of Internet browsing by children thus producing negative impacts on sports, family activities and reading.
Children also use the Internet to achieve important gratiﬁcations such as boosting
conﬁdence, self-conﬁrmation and imitating adults. And this study shares with the
previous one no difference between males and females in the proportion of
exposure.
When speaking about the uses of social media platforms in adolescence, a
survey conducted in the city of Jeddah (Alaradawi 2014) stated, “Adolescents use
new media platforms, especially the Facebook platform, out of entertainment.”
Exposure to these means does not affect their identity much, as the results showed
a high awareness of and pride in identity.
Because of the clear scarcity of media studies focusing on children, only a
small number of studies shed light on the famous YouTube channels in the
Kingdom of Saudi Arabia (such as Moshaya Family, Fayhan’s Family and Diaries of
a Crazy Family) and other channels that provide informational material dedicated
to children and related to daily life.
From this point of view, the current study focuses on the channel of the
Moshaya Family on the YouTube platform, which was started in 2011. It is one of
the first Arab channels to focus on family life, which reached more than one billion
views in the period between 2015 and 2020 (Wikipedia n.d.).
The father, “Muhammad Moshaya’ al-Ghamdi,” a Saudi of British origin,
presents various ideas in his channel with his four children from their mother of
Moroccan-British descent, and films a variety of content such as: daily life
situations, challenges, pranks, travel, and gifts, in addition to the hosting of
famous YouTubers and advertisements. Accordingly, the problem of the study
is to investigate the nature of children’s exposure to the Moshaya Family
Channel and its impact on socialization and life satisfaction among children.
Little is known about Moshaya’s wife. It is important to note that the wife
refrains from appearing in front of the camera directly, anytime she appears in
the channel her face remains unseen. But rather she appears behind the scenes
by designing some episodes or talking behind the camera with the father and
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children, or in rare scenes the mother appears in the camera from behind
wearing “hijab.” Moshaya stated previously in one episode that he would wish
his wife to appear on camera to share their activities and challenges. However,
respecting his wife’s wish not to appear on camera he remains supportive of her
decision.

3 Significance of the Study
The importance of the study stems from the fact that it examines the rapid technological changes in our time and the widespread controversy that has befallen
YouTube channels and the impact that these channels have on children in terms of
socialization and living satisfaction. According to recent statistics (Social Blade
Website 2010), the number of subscribers to the Moshaya Family Channel reaches
14,100,000 and the view times reach 7,768,941,108.
The study is important because it focuses on the childhood period preceding
adolescence, as mentally healthy children have the opportunity to survive
adolescence more successfully than others (Abdulrahman 1998).
From this point of view, the importance of the current study lies in a number of
points, such as examining the impact of exposure to the Moshaya Family channel
on the socialization of children in Saudi Arabia. Second, the current research
enriches literature concerned with what Saudi content makers produce. Third, the
study serves as a warning to parents about the impact these channels have on
satisfaction with the life that the Saudi child lives. Finally, the study provides
educators and teachers in the education sector with the importance of raising
children with media education that enables them to know the difference between
real life and life in front of the cameras as presented by YouTube.

4 Objectives of the Study
The current study seeks to achieve the following objectives:
1. Monitoring the preferred content of children who are exposed to the channel of
the Moshaya Family.
2. Discovering the degree of children’s awareness of digital concepts such as
(Subscribe – Share – Like – Views).
3. Identifying the reservations of mothers whose children follow the content
provided by the Moshaya family channel.
4. Identifying the impact of the Moshaya family channel on the upbringing of
children in terms of life satisfaction.
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5 Research Questions
5.1 Main Question
Does exposure to new media, YouTube platform (Moshaya Family channel) affect
the socialization and life satisfaction of Saudi children between 5 and 15 years old?

5.2 Sub-Research Questions
RQ1. What is the nature of children’s exposure to the program?
RQ2. What are the most important values that a child acquires from watching a
family channel?
RQ3. What are the most prominent behaviors that a child acquires from watching
the Moshaya Family channel?
RQ4. What are the reservations of mothers whose children follow the content of
the Moshaya Family channel?
RQ5. What is the effect of exposure to the family channel on children’s life
satisfaction?

6 Research Terms
Youtube: It is a video sharing platform, which enables the user to upload his
videos to his personal YouTube channel. It provides a number of features, such as
the ability to know the number of views and to comment below the video (Kavoori
2015).
Vlog (visual blogging): It means recorded clips from the life of the person who
is photographing them, and in which he writes about his daily or weekly personal
life or his special occasions. It differs from the ordinary video. The ordinary video
presents scientiﬁc or cultural information, and even if the vlog performs the same
goal, it is directly related to the individual and his personal life, and the person
who shoots these clips is called a vlogger (Alhamdi 2016).
Socialization: It is an essential process in human life in which the individual is
transformed from a biological being into a social individual, so that his personality
is gradually built and made able to interact according to the standards accepted in
society, starting from childhood through adolescence, youth and ﬁnally old age.
And socialization derives its importance from the fact that it does not end with
the end of the childhood stage, but extends to old age stage (Shawi 2017).
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Media education: Media professionals carry out the media education in
partnership with educators and building the individual socially and behaviorally
is considered as its ﬁrst goal. It works to consolidate the individual identity, preserve social values, in addition to working with educational decision-makers in
different problems and ﬁelds of education (Alobaidi 2018).

7 Theoretical Framework
The study is based on the foundations of the cultivation theory laid down by West
and Lynn (2010). The cultivation theory is one of the ﬁrst theories used to measure
the impact of the media and their cumulative effects. The theory is also characterized by moderation, as it does not overemphasize nor deemphasize the media
content, but it is based on the relationships between the opinions of individuals
and their media exposure habits.
The theory is related to the influence of the media on socialization, as it is based
on the processes of interaction, teaching and learning that exist between individuals
and the media, and the acquisition of cultures and trends that help individuals deal
with and coexist with society. This theory is based on the basic assumption that
individuals who are exposed to the media more intensely are more able to establish
beliefs about social reality that are similar to the image presented by the media about
real life compared to those who are exposed to the media less intensely.
When thinking about the impact of the media on people, the theory generates
four hypotheses that must be taken into account:
1. One can watch and follow the media without prior planning.
2. Some media have brought the danger of laziness about learning and achievement, or as McLuhan called it “eye culture,” where the uneducated are allowed
to be exposed to the same content as the educated.
3. Gerbner sees the importance of studying media content as a whole or as an
integrated system. There is no point in studying one content in isolation from
the other contents.
4. Minorities are forced to see their images in the media according to what the
majority in the media perceive.
And in basing the current study on that theory, I expected that children’s exposure
to the YouTube family program would affect their socialization and their level of
life satisfaction.
But after developments witnessed by the mass media and the societal changes
in the world, the first question remains: Have these developments changed the
conditions and assumptions on which the theory of cultivation is based?
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The answer to this question is that most observers and specialists in the media
scene, even in the most extreme stages of electronic development that we witness
now, are still studying upcoming technological developments and envisioning
changes that will occur in the media, media institutions, and theories of media and
communication. It is worth noting that the cultivation theory is not the only theory
that faces questions about its current validity. Most mass communication theories
fall into the same question and confusion, such as uses and gratification theory,
social cognitive theory and agenda setting theory. And the question toward the
theory remains: Has cultivation theory developed in a way that makes it suitable
for understanding communication today?
In response to this, Morgan et al. (2018) say in “The Planting of Yesterday, is
the New of Tomorrow,” that this is not a new challenge faced by a theory, as at its
launch in the early 1980s, researchers were testing its effectiveness with a glimpse
of the media development that is taking place now (which at that time was cable TV
and video devices), and the extent to which these intermediate devices affected the
user’s interaction or changed his behavior towards the content displayed on the
TV. At that time, studies’ results conﬁrmed that by using these technologies, the
impact of cultivation was greater than before, with the absence of these intermediate devices. On the basis of studies conducted by researchers in the early 1980s, it
is necessary to measure recent developments in the media as mere “delivery vehicles” for the same content, but with different means.
The same questions about the theory continue to be raised in the new millennium,
where content is distributed across many media such as television, computers, tablets,
mobile phones, video games and others, resulting in more fragmented audiences. This
is because it is rare that all viewers are exposed to the same content, but in the midst of
all these changes, cultivation theory “survives” simply because it assumes that the
stories we tell or listen to contain something related to the way we think about the
world. Researchers also confirm that as long as there is research, and there is a
relationship between the variable of exposure to a particular content and any other
variable, the theory is valid for use at different times.
Another reason to consider the cultivation applicable for a different medium is
that the heart of the theory revolves around telling stories through the media, and
current statistics and studies indicate that the world today follows the media more
than ever before. Studies also indicate that despite the complexity in the world,
telling story through the media still has the same magic, and the media will continue
to tell us stories even if it is not on television at the narrow level of this word. The
great diversity of media content (such as video games) and delivery devices (such as
tablets) that we are witnessing now—any alternative to television—will still provide
us with stories and an integrated world that everyone can see.
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Speaking about the concept of storytelling, which is intrinsically linked to the
cultivation theory, Gerbner, before the theory was launched, was fascinated by
Hungarian life, as he lived in the pre-war period in Hungary and observed art,
culture, painting and storytelling in that society so that he resolved to study
folklore, where he derived the origins of the theory from the idea that popular
culture was a large part of the atmosphere where we live, learn and are affected by
it. After the dominance of television and the growing anxiety in societies, Gerbner
turned to cultivation as the reason for the rise of television as the dominant medium affecting the masses.
Based on what were mentioned before and after about addressing various
aspects of the cultural implantation theory and its development with the development of media, we can say that today’s world—an era of the digital explosion—is
more related to storytelling and the dominance of the media. In this research, I
shed light on the real or semi-real story telling, which has spread in our time, and it
is the personal and family life of bloggers, which has become the major concern of
a large segment of society, including children.
Basing the current study on cultivation theory, again, it is expected that
children’s exposure to YouTube Moshaya family channel will affect their socialization and their level of life satisfaction. The theory tells us that individuals who
are most exposed to the media (here a popular family channel on YouTube) are
more likely to adopt beliefs that correspond to those offered by this media
platform.

8 Previous Studies
Abdulwahhab’s (2015) study aimed to know the patterns of Saudi children’s use of
social networking sites and the gratifications achieved from that and identify the
extent of a child’s awareness of the effects and risks that accrue to him from using
them. The study surveyed a purposive sample of 250 children who use social
networking sites, and the study reported that 52.5% of children browse the YouTube platform more than three times a day, and the YouTube platform is the most
common social networking site in which children have their own account. The
study showed the diversity of children’s motives for browsing YouTube. For
example, children tended to follow public figures and topics related to the arts
because they found a new world far from their real life. The study looked at usage
patterns as children prefer browsing YouTube when they were alone at home. The
study indicated that a large percentage of children were aware of the harm caused
by watching YouTube for a long time, especially delaying their homework and
damaging their health. With regard to parents monitoring what their children
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watch, the study showed that there was parental supervision, due to the cultural
and religious background of Saudi society.
Hasromia and Fatemah’s (2018) study aimed to shed light on the impact of
children’s attachment to virtual life through the YouTube platform in particular,
which has replaced dialog and direct communication, and thus inﬂuenced the
quality of parental relationships in Algerian families. The study interviewed 80
high school students in the city of Batna. The study showed that 52% of adolescents
didn’t share the content they were exposed to with their parents, due to their
different interests and desire to preserve their privacy. The results also indicated
that there was no parental supervision by 55%, and parents exercising parental
supervision constituting 45%. The study also presented the negative results caused
by excessive exposure to YouTube on the relationship of adolescents with their
parents, as the results indicated that adolescents acquired bad habits such as: lack
of respect between parents and children, and their resort to lying and using arguments when parents object to their frequent viewing of YouTube. This explained
the desire of 70% of respondents to isolate themselves and stay away from their
families, in order to watch more comfortably, away from the strict supervision and
the annoyance of the parents. The study added that exposure to YouTube content
would form negative thoughts and concepts about the family, which increased the
desire to resort to YouTube to unload negative energy and ﬁll the family vacuum.
Emad and El-Rawas’s (2014) study aimed to identify the negative and positive
effects of new media and their impact on socialization on primary school students
in terms of language, religion, identity and value system, by social workers conducting in-depth descriptive interviews with ﬁrst- to fourth-grade students (sample
of 270 students from nine primary schools in the Sultanate of Oman). The results of
the study showed positive impacts on the religious and linguistic side, with the
researchers pointing to the need to pay attention to the impacts that frequent
exposure to these platforms may cause. The study also indicated the limited inﬂuence of social and cultural standards and the lack of inﬂuence of values, and
suggests the possibility of negative effects appearing in the future, which in turn
necessitates working to strengthen the cultural and societal orientations of the
Omani child.
Westenburg’s study (2016) derived its importance from the role that YouTube
celebrities have played in the lives of many teens, as previous studies have reported that teens ﬁnd YouTube celebrities more realistic and closer compared to
traditional celebrities such as series or movie heroes, which makes YouTube celebrities into role models. Therefore, this qualitative study aims to give an overview
of the YouTube community and focuses on Dutch YouTubers and their followers
through in-depth interviews with them. The study showed that YouTube bloggers
have become an essential part of teens’ daily lives, so that they follow and get to
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know them more than with TV or movie stars. The study also reported that children
in the late childhood stage from 13 to 18 years tend to imitate YouTube celebrities
who are similar to them in the style of clothing, and they talk with their friends
about their favorite YouTube characters, subscribe to YouTube channels, correspond with celebrities, and dream of being similarly popular and having a wide
audience. YouTube celebrities added that they receive a lot of messages from their
followers, most of them positive, but sometimes they receive messages containing
threats and hatred, because teens think that they are anonymous on the Internet
and therefore can practice wrong behaviors without being recognized by anyone.
Parents often do not know about such practices, as teens tend not to share with
their parents what they see on the Internet.
Pérez et al. (2018) study aimed to analyze the content of the videos published
by YouTubers, which had the greatest impact on adolescents and its relationship to
identity building using the descriptive approach by analyzing 22 videos, where the
analysis resulted in a set of concepts related to identity building speciﬁcally selfimpression, sexual identity and professional identity. The study showed that 70%
of Spanish teenagers between 14 and 17 years prefer YouTube, due to the proximity
of YouTubers to them, how comments allowed them to express themselves, and
the opportunity to ﬁnd people share similar personalities and preferences. The
study praised the role of bloggers on YouTube and their positive impact on adolescents when they talked about their childhood and their failure stories and
various life concepts about different stages of their lives, and giving advice that
beneﬁts viewers, which prompts adolescents to comment on them, ask them about
their experiences, share their approval and stories, and express their concerns. The
study demonstrated the great impact that YouTube platform celebrities made on
adolescents and the privileges that the platform provided in creating a new atmosphere of interdependence that helped in developing the identity of adolescents, expressing themselves comfortably and accepting themselves during their
physical and intellectual development period.
Raby et al.’s (2018) study aimed to shed light on the active, actual political
participation of young people through the YouTube channel, which YouTubers
direct to bring about societal change. The study used a qualitative approach to
analyze content of 18 channels directed towards societal change by young Canadian bloggers. The study reported that Canadian teens and young bloggers express
themselves in a rich interactive environment and talk about social and political
issues to achieve afﬁliation and community participation, they shed light on social
problems, most notably issues of justice and freedom of gender identity and other
humanitarian issues, which change society’s view of adolescents and youth.
Instead of accusing them of irrationality, political passivity, isolation from society
and the pursuit of sabotage, it should be noted that they engage in political
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participation through social media. This draws focus to the positive side of YouTube by highlighting the fruitful side of the mentality of young groups, their
participation in rescheduling priorities, and their contributions to bringing about
societal change by transforming youthful ideas into action.
After reviewing the previous literature, it is possible to emphasize the role of
social media in building families, contributing to the process of socialization and
influencing family and social relationships. The lack of Arab studies in the field of new
media, especially social media platforms, is also evident. The studies presented
focused on the adolescent group, as the past studies did not pay attention to children
and the impacts of YouTube on them. Here lies the importance of this study, which
seeks to fill a research gap that was not addressed by previous studies.

9 Methodology
The survey method was used in the current study. As the program targets children,
data was collected through a questionnaire distributed to mothers of Saudi children,
aged 5–12 years, who watch the “Moshaya Family” channel on the YouTube platform.

9.1 Data Collection Tools
Data collection tools on which the study relied are specified in the questionnaire
form, where two researchers designed a questionnaire through which they were
keen to achieve all the objectives of the study, and answer its research questions,
through a series of different survey questions.

9.2 Validity and Reliability Tests
The usability of the questionnaire for collecting data was tested by conducting its
validity and reliability tests as follows:
Validity test: Apparent validity means the validity and accuracy of the scale used
in measuring the theoretical variable or concept to be measured. To verify the validity
of the scale used in the research, the data (the questionnaire sheet) was presented to a
group of experts and specialists in research methods, media and statistics.
Reliability test: It is intended to reach a balanced agreement of results between
researchers when they use the same foundations and methods by applying to the
same media material, that is to say, the researcher’s attempt to reduce the variance
ratios to the least possible extent by controlling the factors that lead to its
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appearance in each stage of the research, which was done as follows: The reliability test was applied to a sample representing 10% of the original sample after
the questionnaire was made, then the test was applied again to a sample of 5% of
the respondents two weeks after the first test. And the agreement of the two
samples reached 90.4%, which confirmed the stability of the questionnaire and its
validity for application and generalization of the results.

10 Statistical Data Analysis
The statistical analysis program (SPSS) was used to analyze data. The degree of
confidence in accepting the results of statistical tests was 95% or more at a significance level of 0.05 or less.

10.1 Description of the Study Sample
Table 1 data refer to the demographic characteristics of the study sample. The
proportion of males was 39.6%, and females were 60.4%. By age, the majority of
the children were between “ﬁve to seven years old” at a rate of (54.1%), followed by
children between “eight to ten years” (35.3%). Finally, children aged (13–15) years
constituted 1.2%.
Table : Demographic features.
Personal data

Gender of the child

Age of the child

Annual family income

Total

Male
Female
Total
– years old
– years old
– years old
– years old
Total
– thousand Saudi riyals
– thousand Saudi riyals
– thousand Saudi riyals
– thousand Saudi riyals
Higher than  thousand Saudi riyals
Total

Percentage

Number

.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
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As for the annual income of the family of children in the study sample, annual
income ranges between “10,000–50,000 Saudi riyals” were 56.5%, then “50,000–
100,000 Saudi riyals,” and in the third rank income ranges between “200,000–
300,000 Saudi riyals,” and families whose income is more than “300,000 Saudi
riyals” was last with a percentage of 8%.

11 Research Results
11.1 The Current Study Concluded a Number of Results from the
Study’s Hypotheses, the Most Important of Which are
First, there are no statistically significant differences in reported childrens’ desire
to imitate living in the Moshaya family between the demographic variables represented (the sex, age or annual family income of the child) in the sample.
Table 2 shows no statistically signiﬁcant differences between the children
under study in their expressing any hints or explicit desire to live a life similar to
the Moshaya family, and between the demographic variables represented in
gender, where the value of t was 1.690, a non-signiﬁcant value.
Also, data in Table 2 revealed no differences between the children under study
in expressing any hints or explicit desire to live a life similar to the Moshaya family,
and between the demographic variables represented (the child’s sex, age, and
family’s annual income), where the F value of each of them was 1.148 and 0.1661,
respectively; these values are insigniﬁcant, which means that the hypothesis that
proposes statistically signiﬁcant differences between the expression of hints or
explicit desire to live a life similar to a Moshaya family and the demographic
variables represented in (gender, age, and annual family income) is also not
supported.

11.2 Answering the Questions of the Study
11.2.1 Intensity of Exposure to a Moshaya Family Channel
The first section answers the research question focusing on the intensity of children’s exposure to the family channel in general and throughout the week.
11.2.1.1 How Often Does Your Child Watch the Moshaya Channel?
The data in Table 3 shows the extent to which the sample views a Moshaya
Channel; children watched the channel “always” (51.2%), “sometimes” (39.1%),

Gender of the child

.
.

.








Signiﬁcance Degree of freedom T or F test

Statistical indicators

Male
. not signiﬁcant
Female
Age of the child
– years old
. not signiﬁcant
– years old
– years old
– years old
Total
Annual family income ,–, Saudi riyals
. not signiﬁcant
,–, Saudi riyals
,–, Saudi riyals
,–, Saudi riyals
Higher than , Saudi riyals
Total

Demographic features

Table : The relationship between demographic variables and the viewer’s desire to adopt the channel’s life.

.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.

.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
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Table : Children’s exposure to the Moshaya Family program.
How often the children watch Moshaya program

Percentage

Count

.
.
.
.






Often
Sometimes
Rare
Total
χ = .; degree of freedom: ; signiﬁcance level: <..

and “rarely” (9.8%). This result is consistent with the data shown in Table (No. 4),
where the chi-square is 91.959 at a statistically signiﬁcant level (p < 0.001), which
means that there are signiﬁcant differences the extent to which children watch the
Moshaya channel reported by their mother.
Data in Table 4 shows the rate of children watching a family channel per week.
They watched the channel “twice a week” at a rate of (33.4%), then from “three to
ﬁve times a week” at a rate of (29.6%), then “on a daily basis” at (25.1%), and ﬁnally
to “once a day” at a rate of (11.8%), where the chi-square value is 35.893 at a
statistically signiﬁcant level (p = 0.01), which means differences between the
children sample in the rate of their viewing of a Moshaya family channel per week.
The results of the current study regarding the intensity of exposure of the Saudi
children to the YouTube platform, which are shown in Tables 3 and 4, are similar to a
previous study (Mahah 2015). The results conﬁrmed that Saudi children browse the
YouTube platform more than three times a day and even have their own account on
the platform. The study conducted in 2015 also conﬁrmed that the YouTube platform is
the most followed platform by Saudi children compared to other social media
platforms.
11.2.2 The Content Presented in the Moshaya Family Channel and Its Perceived
Impact on the Child, Morally and Psychologically
The following results review the content presented on Moshaya family channel and
its impact on the child’s behavior, such as copying pranks and repeating common
Table : Children’s weekly exposure to the program.
How often the children watch Moshaya program during one week
Once a day
Twice a week
– times a week
Every day
Total
χ = .; degree of freedom: ; signiﬁcance level: <..

Percentage

Count

.
.
.
.
.
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words in the channel, in addition to his evaluation of the content and its
characters.
11.2.2.1 Is there a Favorite Character of Your Child?
The data show that “the whole family” is the favorite (67.8%) of the studied children, then the personality of “Iman” is second (25.1%), followed by “Youssef” in
the third place (10.7%), and finally the personality of “Anas” (8.1%).
This result correlates with Westenberg’s study (Westenberg 2016), which
praised YouTubers as viewers are more attracted to famous YouTubers than other
celebrities such as actors, because YouTubers are more realistic for the average
viewer, which makes them role models in their lifestyle, the words used, as well as
the activities they do.
11.2.2.2 What are the Most Attractive Episodes to Your Child?
The graphic data (Figure 1) refers to the episodes that attract the children sample
most. It was led by “pranks” (57.4%), then “travel and amusement parks” (49.4%),
while “hostings” ranked last (9.8%). This shows parents’ selected options representing children’s exposure to channel episodes.
11.2.2.3 What do You Think Your Child thinks of Pranks?
The data in Figure 2 shows what mothers think of their child’s opinion of the
pranks. A high percentage (86.1%) saw it as “enjoyable,” while the percentage of
those who considered it “frightening” was 9.2%, and the percentage of those who
considered it “annoying” was 8.9%. Finally, those who considered it “disgusting”
was 6.5%.
70
60

57.4
49.4

50

39.3

40
30
20

9.8

10
0

imitation

travel

challenge

hosts

Figure 1: The most engaging quality of content in the Moshaya Family Program.
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Figure 2: Children’s opinion of the pranks shown in the program.

This result shown in Figure 2 shows that the majority of young followers like
the pranks that appear on the channel, which explains why they repeat them in
their real lives, as will be shown in Table 6. Perhaps part of their admiration for
pranks is that they are replicable (and can be done more than once) and include the
element of surprise and deviation from the ordinary, unlike episodes of the
traditional series written by the child, which bear a sequential character that can
be predicted with its developments.
11.2.2.4 Did Your Child Imitate One of the Pranks Shown in the Channel?
Table 5 data show the extent to which the child imitates one of the pranks shown in
the channel. The percentage of “those who do this” reached 43.5%, and those who
did it “sometimes” was 27.8%, while the percentage of those who “do not imitate
these pranks” was 27.8%.
Table : The extent to which children imitate the pranks shown in the channel.
The extent to which the child imitates a prank from the pranks shown in the Percentage Count
channel
Yes
No
Sometimes
Total
χ = .; degree of freedom: ; signiﬁcance level: <..

.
.
.
.
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This result is consistent with Table 5 data, where the chi-square value is 15.734
at a statistically signiﬁcant level (p < 0.001), which means differences exist between the children sample in the extent to which they imitate one of the pranks
shown in the channel.
It is worth mentioning here that the previous study on YouTube (Westenberg
2016) indicated that followers aged 13–18 imitate their favorite YouTube personalities in clothing styles. However, the nature of the channel content, which depends on pranks, as well as the age group in which the majority of the sample (5–10
years) fall, makes the child focus on repeating the same prank more than paying
attention to clothes, which is a secondary matter for the child at this age stage
compared to the aspects of fun, play and laughter others.
11.2.2.5 Did Your Child Repeat any of the Words Used in the Scenes Shown in the
Channel?
Table 6 data indicates the extent to which the child repeats any words used in
scenes shown in the channel. The largest percentage of them “do not repeat these
words” (41.7%), while the percentage of “who repeat them” reached 33.1% and the
percentage of those who repeat these words “sometimes” was 25.2%. This result is
consistent with the data shown in the table, where the chi-square value of 20.452 is
at a statistically signiﬁcant level (p < 0.001), which means that there are differences
between the mothers of the children sample in the extent to which they repeat any
of the words used in the scenes shown in the channel.
11.2.2.6 How do You Think Your Child Understands the No on Camera Presence of
the Mother in the Channel?
Figure 3 data show how the child interprets the no on camera presence of the
mother according to the participants. Most children were “not interested in the
subject” (53.6%), while the percentage of those who explained this within the
framework of “religious reasons” was 30.8%, and the percentage of those who
Table : The extent to which children repeat the words used in the channel.
The extent to which the child repeats any of the words that were used in the Percentage Count
scenes shown on the channel
Yes
No
Sometimes
Total
χ = .; degree of freedom: ; signiﬁcance level: <..

.
.
.
.
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Figure 3: Participants’ perception of their child’s interpretation of no on-camera presence of the
mother.

considered her “unable to appear because she is a mother” was 20.4%. Finally, the
percentage of those who saw her as a “boring mother” was 0.9%.
11.2.2.7 Does your child understand the following digital metrics? (Subscribe Share - Like - Views)
Table 7 indicates the extent to which the mother report their child are aware of
the following digital metrics (Subscribe – Share – Like – Views). Most children “are
aware of these metrics” (59.8%), while “those who are not aware of them” was 21.6%,
and the percentage of those who recognize them “sometimes” is 18.6%. Table 7 data
has a chi-square value of 106.692 at a statistically signiﬁcant level (p < 0.001), which
means that there are differences between children in the extent to which they perceive
the following digital metrics (Subscribe – Share – Like – Views).
This result indicates the awareness of children and their awareness of YouTube terms and their dimensions, despite the young age of the children. Even
though previous studies were of older YouTube followers, awareness of early
Table : Children’s perception of digital metrics.
The extent of the childs awareness of the following digital concepts (subscribe, share, like views)
Yes
No
Sometimes
Total
χ = .; degree of freedom: ; signiﬁcance level: <..

Percentage Count
.
.
.
.
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YouTube has become an essential part of the daily routine of followers (Westenberg 2016), speciﬁcally from the routine the Saudi child who browses and
watches YouTube more than three times a day (Mahah 2015), which includes these
children’s followers among the heavy exposure according to the theory of cultivation. Also, YouTube celebrities asking followers to do an action (subscribe,
share, like) and peers to do so and talk about these terms in the comments and the
appearance of their icons are all contributing factors to the formation of this digital
awareness of the child who follows YouTube clips.
11.2.2.7 If You Have Reservations About the Content of the “Moshaya Family”
Program, Which of the Following Applies to You?
Figure 4 shows mothers’ reservations about the program. The majority of mothers
(66.3%) believed that the program “incites the child to prank others,” while 50.9%
mentioned that it “motivates children to purchase behavior.” They also indicated
that the program “paints an unrealistic picture of the father” (40.8%), and ﬁnally
“uses morally inappropriate language” (13.3%).
11.2.3 The Effect of Exposure to the “Moshaya Family” Program on Life
Satisfaction
This part of the results reviews the third research subquestion, which focuses on
the impact of the Moshaya’ channel on the children’s living satisfaction in terms of
their comparison with the characters’ possessions, and expressions of desire to go
to the places that appear in the program’s episodes.
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Figure 4: The mother’s reservations about the content and values displayed in the channel.
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11.2.3.1 Has Your Child Shown You a Hint or a Statement that He Wants to Live a
Life Similar to that of the Moshaya Family?
Table 8 data show the extent to which the children show a hint or a statement that they
want to live a life similar to the life of Moshaya’s family. The percentage of “those who
show this” reached was 29.6%, and those who show it “sometimes” reached 23.7%,
while the percentage of “those who do not show it” was the highest at 46.7%.
Table 8 data has a chi-square of 29.136 at a statistically signiﬁcant level
(p < 0.001), which means that there are differences between the mothers of children
in the study sample in the extent to which their children show a hint or a statement
of their desire to live a life similar to the life of the program’s family. This result
indicates the disparity in the viewing motives, as the entertainment motive constitutes a motivator for the percentage that declares their desire to imitate the life of
Moshaya family.
11.2.3.2 Does your Child Ask You to Go to the Same Places or Buy Toys that are
Owned by the Children of the Moshaya Family?
Table 9 data show the extent to which mothers report their child requests to go to
the places that the children of Moshaya’s family have gone to, or to buy the toys
they own. Children asked for it “sometimes” (53.8%) and “always” (24%), with
Table : The extent to which the child expresses his desire to adopt a life similar to the channel.
The extent to which the child shows a hint or a statement that he wants to Percentage Count
live a life similar to that of the Moshaya family
Yes
No
Sometimes
Total

.
.
.
.






χ = .; degree of freedom: ; signiﬁcance level: <..

Table : The extent to which viewers express their desire to go to the places shown on the
channel.
The extent of the child’s demand to go to the places where the children of Percentage Count
the Mushaya family have gone or to buy the toys they own
Often
Sometimes
Never
Total
χ = .; degree of freedom: ; signiﬁcance level: <..

.
.
.
.
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“those who never asked” at only 22.2%. Table 9 ﬁndings show a chi-square value of
64.160, and are statistically signiﬁcant (p < 0.001), which means that there are
differences between the children in the study sample in the extent of their request
to go to the places where children of Moshaya’s family went, or buy toys they own.
The group that wants to imitate the children of Moshaya’s family represents
approximately two-thirds of the sample. This is related to the fact that these
characters are favorite/beloved characters and therefore viewers want to imitate
them without the child watching that there are products and places that are presented in the episodes with a purely marketing purpose, unlike the trends of the
children of Moshaya’s family with these products or places.
11.2.3.3 Does Your Child Compare What He Has with What He Saw on Moshaya’s
Program?
Table 10 data indicate the extent to which the mother of the child saw the child
compares what he owns and what he does in his life with what he watches in
Moshaya’s program. They “do not do this” was marked by 43.5% of parents, with
the percentage of children who do this "sometimes" is 34%, and the percentage of
those who “always do this” was 22.5%.
Table 10 data has a chi-square value of 22.444, and is statistically signiﬁcant
(p < 0.001), which means that there are differences between the children in the
study sample in the extent to which they compare what they own and what they do
in their lives with what they see in Moshaya’s program.
The previous result shows that more than half of the children who follow the
program make comparisons between what they own and do and what appears in
the episodes of Moshaya’s family, which is not a small percentage. This result
indicates the need for a dialog between the children and their families to educate
them about the commercial aspects of the episodes, as well as the existence of
disparities in living between societal classes, the value of money and how to earn.
This would help children realize the bigger picture of the mechanisms of profit and
fame in YouTube, and so that the children do not become too materialistic.
Table : A child’s comparison of his property and what appears in Moshaya’s family channel.
The extent to which the child compares what he owns and what he does in Percentage Count
his life with what he watches In Moshaya Family Channel
Yes
No
Sometimes
Total
χ = .; degree of freedom: ; signiﬁcance level: <..
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12 Discussion of the Results
It is clear from the results that children in the current era have awareness of words
used regularly in digital media (see Table 7), which explains the desire of a large
number of them to become famous and to have their own YouTube channel. This
was conﬁrmed by another result in this study, where 75% of the mothers of these
children reported the children expressed their desire to become famous or own a
YouTube channel, while the percentage of children who were not interested in
fame through YouTube constituted only one quarter (24.9%). Since the majority of
the sample is 302 children between the ages of 5–10 years, the current study is
consistent with the Swedish study (Martínez and Olsson 2019). That study indicated the extent of awareness of young YouTube viewers and their ability to form
meanings from YouTube content produced by children.
And speaking of the Moshaya Family Channel in particular, children watch
content that contains pranks more than other content presented by the Moshaya
Family channel, with a rate of 86.1%, as they describe it as interesting, which
prompts a not-small percentage of children to imitate it, as the study explained.
Children who follow the channel and imitate its pranks is one reason for
mothers’ reservations about the “Moshaya Family” channel; again, this study
confirmed that 52.1% of mothers prefer that their children not watch the channel,
and 66.3% of mothers expressed that the channel incites the child to prank others.
This is in addition to other reasons, such as stimulating the buying behavior of the
child, where 78% of mothers indicated that children express their desire to go to
places or buy products that appear in the channel. In this, the current is consistent
with the study (Hasromia and Fatemah 2018), which emphasized that adolescents
adopt bad habits as a result of their frequent viewing of YouTube, which in turn
leads to parents’ annoyance.
Regarding other negative effects, mothers expressed their dissatisfaction with
the channel’s use of morally inappropriate words in addition to the replacement of
Arabic words with English words. In an attempt to limit such words, this study
found that the children who follow the channel repeat words such as: “Abra
Kadbra,” “with yourself,” “I made you a prank,” “unit by unit,” “Baba can you give
me the iPad,” “national faith,” “tidy up,” “slime prank,” “Iman Chobe Chobe
Nanao song,” “Yom New,” “new,” and “happy life.” By using these words, it
becomes clear that they show the child’s interest in, implementations of pranks. It
also shows disrespect in dealing with others, such as saying “with yourself” and
giving orders to others like a father in the imperative form without using words
such as “please.” This result is specifically similar to the study by Hasromia and
Fatemah (2018) that conﬁrmed the acquisition of bad habits among adolescents
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who follow YouTube, including the lack of respect between fathers and sons,
which was criticized by the conservative mothers on the channel’s episodes
because it encourages children to prank their parents and marginalizes the respect
and appreciation expected to be shown towards the father.
And some of the repeated words, such as “Abrakadabra,” carry an undesirable
religious dimension because they are common in witchcraft and sorcery that are
not in line with the values of Saudi society. Focusing on the clips and words that
aroused the viewer’s attention is very important, as the repeated exposure to these
values works to form the child’s value system and his behavior with others. As well
as the repetition of words and songs devoid of meanings and values. The phrase “a
new day, a new life” is the only positive expression in the negative group. A Dutch
study has shown the extent of children’s attachment in the late childhood stage
from 13 to 18 years to their YouTube personalities they follow and imitate them in
the way they dress and their desire to create their own YouTube channel and
achieve the same degree of popularity and fame.
The results of previous studies and the current study have unanimously agreed on
the multiple negative effects of YouTube programs on children and adolescents,
foremost among which are: lack of respect between children and parents, health
damage, delay in performing school homework, encouraging consumption behavior,
drawing an unrealistic picture of the father, using language morally inappropriate,
inciting the child to harm others, followers resorting to lying and using arguments
when parents object to watching YouTube. Despite this, there are a few studies
(Pérez et al. 2018) that have conﬁrmed the positive that YouTube celebrities provide by
reviewing their failure stories and how to overcome them, providing positive advice
and sharing their life and social concerns, which positively reﬂects on the intellectual
and social maturity of followers. However, by comparing studies, it is clear that the age
group is an essential factor in the effects of YouTube content, as there is a disparity in
the content that attracts children and that attracts teenagers, and the two groups also
differ in the encoding and perception of messages in the content.

13 Conclusion and Recommendations
The current study concludes that children are currently living in a digital and
technological revolution, where the YouTube platform is an integrated world that
contains a diverse number of content that attracts children, and thus this is reflected in their beliefs, the values they acquire and their behaviors with which they
interact with others and in application of the current study, the Moshaya Family
Channel is one of the programs that affect children. Based on what has been
revealed, the study gives a number of recommendations. First, the family should
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give their children enough time while control what children watch on YouTube.
Second, the study recommends conducting studies related to other YouTube
channels specialized in content provided to children. Third, the study recommends
directing greater research efforts on the specific category of children and regarding
the content presented to them in the new media.
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