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Abstract

Nowadays, short video has become one of the most popular media forms, both in
China and around the world, with more and more users, especially teenagers, using short
videos to record and show themselves, socialize with others or gain knowledge. In addition
to the video-based media form and relatively short media duration, the most prominent
feature of short video applications is the platform-based design mechanism and algorithm-
based recommendation content distribution mode. Short video applications have gained
increasing success and popularity, but also aroused a lot of controversies and discussions,
such as the addiction use and the echo chamber effect by algorithm recommendation
mechanism, as well as criticisms of vulgar and exaggerated content, and controversies

related to personal information collection and data privacy.

Douyin / TikTok is one of the most iconic companies and products in the short video
industry. As an emerging and thriving technology company from China, it is now a global
success, with nearly 100,000 employees around the world. The study focuses on the group of
people who work in Douyin, when they are using their own company’s application, they are
not only prosumers, but also the creators and designers of the mechanisms, cultures and

rules of the product.

Through semi-structured in-depth interviews with 15 practitioners who have
experience working in Douyin, and based on thematic analysis of the interviews, this study
explores the media usage habits of short video practitioners, their perceptions of the
mechanisms and controversies of the product and industry, as well as their own identity
perceptions and negotiations. The study aims to provide more inside-industry voices on the

study of short video from the practitioners’ perspective.

The study results show that, overall, Douyin employees, as professional practitioners
in the short video industry, are actually not heavy users of short video nor social media
lovers, and they have clear motivations and high demands for information access and
consumption. From terms of technical perspective and social value, they have a relatively
positive evaluation of Douyin and the industry, admit some controversies, but believe that
the problems are exaggerated, and many of the controversies are common industry issues,
and closely related to users' personal habits and preferences, but they are generally
pessimistic about data and privacy issues. When it comes to identity coordination and

recognition in their work, they generally expressed a sense of powerlessness, and they put



platform data-driven requirements as the first priority, but their personal preference and

creativity have a very limited influence in their work.

In general, for professional practitioners of short video industry, there is a clear
separation and gap between their work content and personal media habits, which affects
their attitudes and cognition of platform mechanisms and controversies. Platformization, as
an important feature of short video products, has a huge impact on both the production and
consumption of content, has also become the reason for attribution in various controversies,
while influencing professional practitioners' perception and evaluation of their work and

identity from the inside.
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1. Introduction

In June 2021, at The Ninth China's Internet Audio and Video Convention, Zhongruan
Sun, vice president of the famous Internet company Tencent, commented on the short video
industry: "Low-intelligence and vulgar short videos will affect the user's mind for a long
time, and personalized distribution is so powerful, so if you like pig food all you see and get
is pig food." This speech quickly triggered huge discussion and controversy, and the vice
president of ByteDance, the most representative company of the short video industry in
China and even the world, also responded to the criticism, pointed out that Tencent was also
developing its own short video application, and Tencent’s short video platform was the only
one that fails to provide special protection for children’s access to information in accordance
with relevant regulations.

The dramatic mutual criticism within the industry has in fact triggered more
discussions a of the emerging medium of short video. Since the emergence and popularity of
short video platforms, various criticism and controversy have accompanied the development
of the industry, such as social media addiction, vulgar content, controversial algorithmic
recommendations, and potential information risks to special groups, etc. However, in terms
of these controversies, it is no doubt that the short video media and the short video platforms
have now gained great success and influence, both in terms of commercial value and the

huge cultural and social and trend changes brought about by this new media.

1.1. Relevance -The prosperous and controversial short video industry

Nowadays, short videos have become the most popular media form, and people have
been used to using short videos to record themselves and various kinds of lives. Short video
applications have increasingly become important tool for people especially teenagers to
spend their time and even get information (Anderson, 2020, Du et al., 2020). According to
the "2021 China Network Audiovisual Development Research Report" released by the China
Netcasting Services Association, in 2020 people spent 125 minutes on short videos in a
single day per person, which has surpassed instant messaging and become the number one
channel for users to "kill time". Among all video media, short video has the highest user
usage rate of 88.3%, and the user scale has reached 873 million. No matter from which data
dimension, short video is the source of the largest user time, traffic and content creation in
China's Internet industry (Cyberspace Administration of China, 2021).

From a global perspective, in addition to the new emerging short video applications

that continue to develop markets in various countries, traditional social media or content



platforms such as Facebook, YouTube, etc. have also incorporated short video features into
their own applications, covering more and more of their own large user base. The popularity
of short videos has also largely changed the competitive landscape of the music and
entertainment industries (Zhang, 2020).

In 2011, a Chinese Internet company developed the short video application Kuaishou
based on a GIF creation tool, which is seen as the beginning of short video products in
China. The founder of Kuaishou, a technology engineer, Hua Su introduced a personalized
recommendation algorithm to recommend content for each user's different preferences and
emphasize the operation of the user community. Since 2016, many short video applications
such as Douyin, Weishi have appeared and become popular in China. In the development of
the industry, the popularization of Chinese mobile Internet infrastructure and the rapid
development of the smartphone industry have provided very favorable conditions for the
expansion of the market.

After the great success in the local market, Chinese short video applications have
started their expansion in overseas markets, and globally, there are also many emerging
companies or traditional giants investing in the new field of short video. 2017 can be seen as
the starting point of Chinese short video applications’ overseas expansion (Kaye et al.,
2020). ByteDance, acquired the US short video, picture social app Flipagram, then launched
Douyin International, at the end of the year Later, Douyin International merged with
Flipagram and Musical.ly, renamed Tik Tok. Kuaishou also tried to expand the market in the
same year. In the process of overseas development, its short video platform Kwai,
emphasized the values of "no class" of the platform and integrated with regional cultures. By
recruiting local content creators, Kwai took the lead position in Russia, South Korea and
other neighbouring markets, and also achieved huge market success.

In 2018, Facebook launched the short video application Lasso, similar to TikTok,
Lasso also allows users to create and share short videos. YouTube later launched the user-
generated short video feature Shorts, which was also seen as a direct competition to TikTok
by the traditional social media company. The basic function of Shorts is similar to TikTok,
but users can use copyrighted music from YouTube Music directly. In August 2020,
Instagram announced the launch of its Reels feature, a counterpart to TikTok, in the U.S. and
50 other regions. This new feature, which is built into Instagram, allow users to create 15-
second short videos with music that can be played on a loop. The launch of this feature
means that users can have a similar experience on Instagram as they do with TikTok.

The global popularity of short videos has sparked various discussions and

controversies. On the one hand, the short video industry, which has entered a mature stage,
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has shown a lot of positive social values, especially in the Chinese social and cultural
environment. For example, some users living in rural or poor areas, the short video platform
provides them with a very convenient and efficient access to information, and even makes
them become the creators of video content (Lin & de Kloet, 2019). Without platforms like
Douyin or Kuaishou, they may not have the opportunity to make their image perceived by
other groups directly, or to sell the products they produce directly to potential consumers.
The result of the process is to change their life quality and cultural status (Lin & de Kloet,
2019). The short video industry is therefore considered to be showing great social value in
terms of promoting flexible employment and bridging the digital divide (Li et al., 2019).

Compared to its positive impact, criticisms and controversies about the short video
industry come from more aspects. One characteristic of short videos is that on the platform,
video content and algorithmic distribution are combined (Kaye et al., 2020). Through the
analysis and prediction of user data, the algorithm recommendations will continuously feed
users with content they may be interested in. The algorithms have changed the traditional
logic of information and knowledge distribution, from users actively retrieving content and
information, to passively receiving content distributed to them by algorithms (Wang, 2020).
In this way, through a very efficient logic, information has a broader flow space in theory
(Kang & Liu, 2019). However, in real life, one of the negative effects brought by algorithm
recommendation is easy to get addicted and overuse, and it is difficult for users to control
their use behaviour. And in the long run, users overly accept information content with
similar interests to their views, which also causes polarization and homogenization of their
views (Auxier & Vitak, 2019).

The content form of short videos also forms a rule for content production, invisibly
limiting the content that can and is suitable to be spread. The length of time and the massive
information capacity of the platform make the short video content often exaggerated,
entertaining and simple, which satisfies modern people's desire and demand for quick
information intake, but its "fragmentation” also leads to limited information content and a
single style of content. Users' control and management of their own data is very limited,
whether they are browsing, interacting or producing on the platform (Rewaria, 2021). And
this kind of controversy for the risk of data and privacy, also has always appeared in all
kinds of social or content platforms, the popularity of short video media continues to bring
this issue widely debated again.

As a mainstream and rapidly growing form of media, it is important to understand
and study the mechanisms and operations of short video platforms to better understand the

enormous impact they have on individuals and society. At the same time, the controversies



generated by this fast-growing media are unprecedented, partly as a continuation of the
existing social media controversies and partly as unique to this form of media and its
operation mechanism, and the study of these controversies can help form certain strategies
and regulatory recommendations for a healthier development of this media form and

applications.

1.2. Case Study — Douyin, the most representative star company

Douyin from ByteDance is the most representative one in the short video industry.
And TikTok is the app developed primarily for the international market that is based on
Douyin, which serves the Chinese market. In 2020, Chinese Internet users were 940 million,
while as of August 2020, Douyin had more than 600 million daily active users, ranking the
first short video application in the Chinese market. In the development of Douyin, what has
been emphasized is the technical background of and its platform attributes. Zhang Yiming,
the founder of ByteDance, has repeatedly stated publicly, "The algorithm has no values. As
long as the user feels it is good, it is good." "We are not a content company; we are just a
technology company.” (Wu, 2015). The emphasis on technology and data but neglect of
content management brought the company official criticism from the Chinese government.
In 2017, the official media of the Chinese government People's Daily, commented on
ByteDance, "Cannot let the algorithm decide the content, cannot leave the users in
"information cocoon" and be wary of the algorithm going to the opposite of innovation”
(Zhang, 2020). After that, ByteDance adjusted some of the mechanisms and rules for
Douyin in content recommendation to fit the official propaganda requirements. The
management of content and its own will to emphasize the neutrality of the algorithm to some
extent formed a contradiction and conflict.

Douyin/TikTok serves billions of users worldwide, and its company, ByteDance, has
more than 100,000 total employees. In 2020, the average employee age of ByteDance was
only 27 years old, being the youngest among a number of major Internet companies in China
(Lago, 2020). According to the “2020 Internet Talent Recruitment White Paper" released by
LAGO compared to 2019, ByteDance's talent demand has increased by 66%, while
ByteDance's salary has increased by 12%, becoming the "fastest salary increase" big factory
in the industry. No matter from the perspective of revenue, number of users, or company
volume, Douyin is one of the most popular Internet companies today (Lago, 2020). Douyin
is a company founded by technicians, with a strong "geek culture", which has a unique

attraction to young professionals. Also, Douyin was established late and emerged quickly,



with a flat organizational structure and a wide development space, which also gives it a good
reputation in the employment market of young talents. Both Douyin's development path and

its current market position make it very valuable to study.

1.3. Research questions —Individual perspective of professional practitioners

In previous studies on short video applications or social media platforms, the user
perspective was often used, while when studying from a company or industry perspective,
the voices of leaders and the overall development paths and strategies of companies were
focused on, while the perspective of individual practitioners were more neglected. The
number of practitioners in the industry is growing and they will have a real impact on the
development and changes of the industry now and in the future, so it will have some
innovative and potential value to understand the industry from the perspective of
practitioners.

This study focuses on the group of people who work in Douyin, when they are using
their own company’s application, they are not only “prosumers” (O’Reilly, 2005) as the
other ordinary users, but also the creators and designers of the mechanisms, cultures and
rules of the product to some extent. The specificity of this identity helps us to understand the
various social media controversies from the perspective of professional practitioners, in a
more concrete and personal way.

Taking this representative and emerging social media platform as a case, it is
possible to use previous criticisms and studies of social media to examine the application to
this relatively new social media platform, and to add observation and supplement from the
perspective of internal practitioners, but also to explore the particularity and new challenges
of this product.

Therefore, this thesis focuses on the topic of short video, using in-depth interviews
with practitioners in the short video industry to understand how this group use short video
applications, how they see the various controversies or problems faced by this industry, and
how they, both as users and practitioners, negotiate their identities in the development of this
industry? Based on the above, this study aims to provide insiders’ voices to the various
criticisms and studies of the short video industry, and to understand the development and
future of this vast industry from an individual's perspective.

The research question is: How do Douyin employees negotiate their experience of
using their own company’s application? This study is divided into three sub-questions based
on employees' personal experiences and perspectives.

10



Sub RQ1: How do Douyin employees use Douyin and other media product in their
lives and work?

Sub RQ2: How do Douyin employees perceive the mechanisms or controversial
issues of the short video applications?

Sub RQ3: How do Douyin employees negotiate their identity as professional

practitioners and platform users?
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2. Literature Review and Theoretical framework

Chapter overview

This research focuses on the media use strategies and identity negotiations of
professional practitioners in the emerging Internet media industry. This industry is in the
process of rapid development, which is very special but also controversial, and the employed
practitioners themselves also have multiple identities. Therefore, the theoretical perspectives
and empirical research involved in the research come from multiple sources, mainly from
the field of media studies and sociology. Previous studies on social media use, platform
theory and digital capitalism provide the basic general theoretical framework, while the
controversies and criticisms on short video media and the studies of mechanisms and
observations on Douyin and other short video platform applications provide more specific
and particular trigger for this research.

The first section of the literature review presents the current academic research
findings on user behaviour and strategies on social media and short video platforms,
focusing on providing the basic theoretical framework for studying employees' behaviours
and strategies, and help to summarize and generalize their behavioural characteristics and
media strategies as users. The existing studies on controversies in Douyin/TikTok and other
short video platform applications are also included in the literature review, which provide
specific issues and case sources in studying employees' perceptions and attitudes. This
section also covers current analysis of the mechanisms and logic of short video platforms
from commercial and cultural aspects. Based on existing media research findings, the voices
of Douyin employees as professional practitioners in the industry, are expected to provide a
more practical, in-depth and open discussion for existing research results. The second
section consists of the theoretical framework for this study. The section focuses on the
characteristics and significance of short video platforms, this emerging and prosperous
media industry as well as the identity of professional practitioners in it. The Internet media
development environment of short video applications is characterized by the nature of digital
capitalism and knowledge society in the Web 2.0 era, and Douyin is one of the most
representative platform-based media applications. Knowledge workers and creative class can
also represent the identity of the employees in this industry to a certain extent, so these
concepts provide the corresponding theoretical framework to support the issues of this

research.
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2.1. Literature Review - Douyin as a social media platform

Under the topic of this research, the identity of Douyin employees as professional
practitioners of the emerging media platform is multiple, first, regardless of their working
identity, they are Internet prosumer like all ordinary users. As industry practitioners,
compared with ordinary users, they have more professional knowledge or background, and
as employees of a particular company, their working environment or work content will have
a certain impact on their perceptions. This multiplicity of identities provides classification
for the literature of this study, covering three aspects in combination with the research
questions involved in this study. The first part is the general findings on the behavior, habits,
and motivations of using short video platforms and social media. The second part is the
current criticisms and controversies about short video platforms and other social media
platforms. And the third part is more specific current media studies using Douyin as the
object of study. The above levels, from general to specific, aim to organize existing literature

support, and to provide specific direction and topic for the research.

Social Media Use

This section deals with usage and gratification theory of social media, and different
layers of user behavior on user-generated content platforms.

Much of the previous research on social media use behavior and motivation has used
the U&G (Uses and Gratifications) framework, which holds that people are motivated to use
media to satisfy their personal and social needs (Blumler, 1979). And U&G is also
considered to be one of the most suitable methods in studying users' purposes and
motivations for social media use (Ruggiero, 2000). In the current research on the motivation
of Douyin/TikTok use, entertainment pursuit, archiving, self-expression, social interaction
and escapism are the most significant factors (Omar & Dequan, 2020, Li et al., 2019). From
the user's perspective, Douyin can be seen as a user-generated content platform that blurs the
boundary between information acquisition and information creation, with users being both
creators and consumers of content, and the participatory culture brings a new interaction
between audience and media, where users can create their own content autonomously, but
user activities are also largely controlled by high-tech algorithms and data mining companies
(van Dijck, 2009).

According to Shao's research, when users use user-generated media, their different
use behaviors correspond to different purposes, and these behaviors are mainly divided into

three levels: consumption, participation and production, with their degree of their
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participation increasing. Specifically, when users are simply consuming content, their main
purpose is to search for information, obtain entertainment, and emotion management, while
when users engage deeper on the platform, it is to interact with the content or other people,
and when users actively produce content, their main purpose is self-expression and
presentation (2009).This study adopts such a classification because Douyin as a user-
generated media platform, users' behavior in it can be categorized as described above. For
example, when users browse recommended short videos, they are consuming content, while
the mechanism of “liking” and “commenting” on Douyin creates opportunities for users to
interact with other content or people. Also, users are encouraged to use the application to
shoot, edit and share videos, which for them is self-expression through content production.
In addition, in the current research on the motivation of Douyin use, entertainment pursuit,
escapism, social interaction, archiving, and self-expression are the most significant factors
(Omar & Dequan, 2020, Li et al., 2019), which can also correspond to Shao’s classification
methods. On the other hand, based on the employee’s perspective, the motivation of
employees in using social media can be divided into three levels, when pursuing
entertainment in order to relieve negative emotions, the motivation of employees' social
media use is at the individual-level, while when it is for establishing bonding ties, the
motivation is regarded as the interpersonal-level, and at the same time, the motivation of
employees' social media use also has organizational-level, when it is for organization—
employee relationship or other professional purposes (Lee, 2020).

The format and context of content production are largely influenced by the rules of
the platform (Livingstone, 2013).While users can choose or negotiate with the platform
governance satisfying their own needs, however, this relationship may be increasingly
asymmetrical as the platform evolves as infrastructures (Nieborg & Helmond, 2018). On
Douyin, users' content creation is strictly influenced by the platform's mechanisms, such as
the length of the video and the style of the content, while users' adaptation or catering to the
platform's rules can also bring benefits to themselves, which may be the convenience of self-
expression or the economic benefits (Zhang, 2020).

Social media controversies

With regard to the controversies in social media use, this study focus on the topics of
addiction use, echo chamber effect and risk of data privacy, which are closely related to
Douyin, and rely on previous studies on these controversies to understand how Douyin
employees perceive and respond to these controversies based on user and practitioner

perspectives.
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China’s burgeoning short video industry includes various platforms dedicated to
social entertainment, news and information, and video editing (Kong, 2018). With the
popularity of short video applications in recent years, more and more social media platforms
have built this form of media into their applications, and the addictive use issues it raises
have generated more and more attention and discussion. From the performance of social
media addiction, users not only spend more time and energy on social media (D’Arienzo et
al., 2019), but also may have incorrect perceptions and expectations about social media
platforms, which in turn affects their psychological state in real life (Hou et al., 2019). In
terms of the causes of addictive behaviors, there is a significant positive correlation between
anxiety and avoidance of intensive and abnormal use of the Internet and social media
(D’Arienzo et al., 2019). Lack of friends, feeling of fulfilment, fear of missing out,
intertwining of social media and daily life also the main reason for users' reliance on social
media (Hou et al., 2019).

The human nature of people to tend to be with those who share the same views and
opinions about the world has become the organizing principle of many digital social
networks (Auxier & Vitak, 2019). Social media may limit exposure to different perspectives
and facilitate the formation of similar user groups that form and reinforce a common
narrative, which is echo chamber (Cinelli et al., 2021). On today's content platforms and
social media that rely on algorithmic recommendations, in addition to user choice, the
system will tend to push content based on user preferences and habits, making it more
difficult for the ordinary user to escape the potential impact of echo chambers by having
more limited control over the content they access.

Discussions about the security of data and privacy have accompanied the various
stages of development of Internet products. The growing popularity of social media has
attracted a large number of people to participate in numerous activities on a daily basis. This
has resulted in a tremendous wealth of user-generated data (Rewaria, 2021). From the Web
1.0 era to the Web 2.0 era, and then to the emerging Internet products that constantly rely on
data and algorithms today, the degree of reliance and utilization of data is increasing,
however, the relationship between users and the platform is also becoming more and more
unequal (Blank & Reisdorf, 2012).The content contribution of users on the platform and the
data left by users on the platform have become the two major resources of the Internet
platform as well as the means of profit (Livingstone, 2018).
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Douyin

In the existing studies focusing on Douyin, in addition to user behavior and
motivation, the characteristics of the platform and its close connection with the Chinese
political and social environment are also the key aspects that have been focused on.

Younger people make up the majority of Douyin/TikTok users, and the video they
produce also largely influences the content and style trends on the platform (Weimann &
Masri, 2020). With the expansion of the influence and the commercial value, the platform is
becoming more commercialized and professionalized. Celebrities, attention and visibility
have formed a unique trend and content norms within the platform, and also have a greater
cultural influence outside of it (Abidin,2020).

According to Shao's classification of users' behavior in user-generated media (2009),
a study shows that users also have different motivations and purposes when using Douyin.
Users consume or watch Douyin mainly for escapism, social interaction and archiving and
they participate in Douyin in order to express themselves, interact with others, and escape
from day to day pressure. The motivation for making Douyin videos comes from satisfying
their need for self-expression and archiving (Omar & Dequan, 2020).

With the continuous expansion and development of functions and influence,
Douyin/TikTok has also been used more often for political campaigns, health and public
welfare communication, and commercial brand marketing, and has shown the development
potential and great value in multiple fields (Anderson, 2020; Eghtesadi & Florea, 2020;
Herrman, 2021, Miao et al., 2021).

Yiming Zhang, the founder of Douyin, has always emphasized the company's strong
technological background rather than human intervention and influence on content
distribution, and he appreciated the algorithm-driven approach and believed that machine
could perform better than humans in distributing information (Feng, 2021). Such attitude
and concept of the company have also been widely confirmed in the research. In Douyin's
content distribution mechanism, the recommendation algorithm based on user data caters
users by fully satisfying their needs, interest tag trees and user personas are used to
recommend more accurate and personalized contents, thus making content meets their needs
better and prolonging their usage time, which will further enhance the accuracy of the
algorithm (Zhao, 2021). The application of artificial intelligence for this platform, in
addition to providing users with content they are interested in, lies in its prediction and
mastery of user preferences and behaviors, and this feature makes it extremely accurate in
terms of ad placement, thus being pursued by advertisers, which is an important reason for

the high value of Douyin/TikTok in terms of commercial development (Davis, 2019). In the
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product mechanism of Douyin, user-centric theory is regarded as a representative feature,
and it focuses on users and their needs throughout the process, so as to produce extremely
useful and reachable products for them. When using the product, users’ own behavior and
habits will once again strengthen their preferences and characteristics in the process, so that
this product can meet the needs of individualized and differentiated use (Jaffar et al.,2019).
In addition, Zhang points out in his research that the development of Douyin in
China can be seen as the process of "infrastructuralization of platform”, which has
transformed from an entertainment community to an integrated platform that covering e-
commerce, online education, official propaganda, and other functions. More importantly, its
partnership with both the central government and the local government has grown over the
its development, giving it greater voice in content management and influence on social life
(2020). In terms of the change in content style, Douyin was considered vulgar and shallow in
its early days, but now it has become keep in line with the "positive energy" of Chinese state
propaganda, even creating a unique style of playful patriotism (Chen et al, 2020). This
makes Douyin very special, whether compared to other short video platforms in China, or
compared to short video platforms in other countries. In Kaye and his colleagues’ study, the
evolutions of Douyin and TikTok are also seen as two processes with similar functions but
widely divergent paths, which is also related to the different socio-political and business
competitive environments in which the two products are located (2020). Therefore, the
various discussions and controversies associated with Douyin have a more diverse and

complex social and cultural context.

2.2. Theoretical framework - knowledge labor in informational capitalism

When discussing labor in informational capitalism, Christian Fuchs followed Slavoj
Zizek 's view and mentioned the potential exploitation problems of unpaid knowledge
workers by Internet content platforms in the Web 2.0 era (Zizek, 2017), which followed
Marx' s discussion on the class problems, namely the exploitation of labor by capitalists. In
the information society, the concepts of knowledge, class and labour have become vague and
diverse, and the exploitation problem may be more invisible (2010). For short video industry
practitioners, on the one hand, they are as ordinary employees, as the potential object of
exploitation, while on a larger level, the platforms and mechanisms they create through their
professional abilities, also generate certain exploitation for the broader ordinary Internet
users, also known as prosumers, and they themselves to some extent also belong to

prosumers.
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Based on the above, in this section, first of all, as a platform-based content media, the
concepts of platform and platformization related to short video applications will be briefly
discussed, while the concepts of informational capitalism and knowledge society, as the
social context in which they work, are also important aspects for understanding their work

and daily use behavior, and provide a broader theoretical foundation for the research topic.

Platform and Platformization

The concept of platforms and platformization is now increasingly applied in research
on social media and mobile applications. From a technical point of view, platforms can be
considered as online infrastructures that can be programmed and built (Bogost & Montfort,
2009). These infrastructures built by large companies provides special online environments
for multiple participants that allows them to be brought together and meet their different
needs (Bucher and Helmond, 2018). In the field of media studies, the concept of
platformization focuses on the study of 'how the political economy of the cultural industries
changes through platformization: the penetration of economic and infrastructural extensions
of online platforms into the web, affecting the production, distribution, and circulation of
cultural content’ (Nieborg & Poell, 2018). For today's social media platforms, end-users,
developers and advertisers together constitute the participation and use of the platform, and
their actions are linked together through the various mechanisms and rules of the platform
(Bucher & Helmond, 2018).

According to Bucher and Helmond, different social media platforms constitute
different specific internal environments, which consist of their own mechanisms and
functions that have a strong influence and constraining effect on their use (2018). In the
process of platformization, the rules dominated by large platform companies affect the
various production and interactions of content productions within the platform, and the users
need to constantly adapt or learn the corresponding rules and features of the platforms, while
they also constantly adjust and adapt their practice on the platform based on feedback in the
form of data (Nieborg & Poell, 2018). On platforms, the behavior and choice of users have
influence on a large extent. However, with the expansion of the scale of the platform, the
platform owned by large companies can have the characteristics of infrastructure, and also
have a great intervention and influence on the public domain, and the technical neutrality
and openness implied by the term platform itself may make people ignore its controversial
and social risks (Gillespie, 2010).

In the criticism of the platform economy and platform labor, the relationship between

the platform and the platform labors is considered to be unequal, and the labor is not well
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protected and can exacerbate the exploitation of creative labor (Ritzer & Jurgenson, 2010).
However, in a study of another famous Chinese short video platform Kuaishou, Lin and de
Kloet argue that short video platforms have made it possible for more ordinary people,
especially grassroots groups who previously did not have the ability to generate content, to
participate in content production through a very simple and direct way, and get money and
fame from this. In China's social and economic environment, this kind of digital
entrepreneurship led by ordinary people through the opportunities provided by platforms is

seen as transcending the negative aspects of platform labor (2019).

Informational capitalism in the Web 2.0 era

Information capitalism is used to describe the part of contemporary society that
operates primarily on the basis of information, including cognition, cooperation, application
processes, and information technology (Fuchs, 2010).With the advent of Web 2.0
applications, there has been a clear shift in the way online media content is produced and
distributed, which has led to a participatory culture where users are more active in producing
content and expressing themselves, rather than passive reception in the previous model
(Jenkins, 2006). With the full implementation of Web 2.0 technologies, this participation
activity and participation culture brings more business benefits, with users having more
power over content as they add commercial value (van Dijck, 2009).

This culture of participation has also gained value in the larger social sphere outside
the Internet, and Ritzer and Jurgenson believes that the current capitalist economy has
moved away from being dominated solely by production or consumption, and becoming
dominated by prosumption, and the Web 2.0 era made this feature more obvious. In the Web
2.0 era, because consumers were more fully involved in the production process, the
relationship between production and consumption was greatly changed, and the concept of
prosumption has received an unprecedented boost (Ritzer & Jurgenson, 2010).

According to Fuchs, “informational productive forces are the medium and outcome
of capitalist interests, strategies, and restructuring - technology is shaped by and shapes
society in complex ways” (2010, p180).And a distinctive feature in contemporary society is
that networks have emerged not only as a form but have influenced rather the logic of
various social structures such as production, power, and exploitation (Fuchs,2010).

In the Web 2.0 era, Internet applications based on information technology and
information interaction logic entered more and more social areas, and large multinational
corporations became increasingly influential as the actual controllers of these applications.

But at the same time, on top of these applications and platforms, ordinary users and
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consumers are not completely passive. Internet applications and platforms have become the
infrastructure to a certain extent, while users use them to achieve their own goals and needs.
Both the Internet platform as an infrastructure or the content produced by users rely on the
cognition, processing, interaction and cooperation of information, and these networks are
mediated by information and communication technologies and knowledge processes
(Fuchs,2010).

knowledge labor

The discussion of the concept of "knowledge labor" predates the widespread
application of the Internet. In the early stage, Bell proposed the concept of "knowledge
class™ and pointed out that it was the most rapidly developing social group in the post-
industrial era, and that the traditional labor theory would be challenged by the value of
knowledge because social production practices were developing in the direction of
increasing informatization (Bell, 1976). Most early discussions of knowledge labor
contrasted knowledge labor with traditional manual labor, while emphasizing the
involvement of knowledge in economic activities.

With the development of productivity and economic structure, the role of knowledge
in the profession has become increasingly common, and is no longer restricted to specific
labor, but has become ordinary activities in various production activities (Burton-
Jones,2003), and more and more work related to information and knowledge processing has
been classified as knowledge labor. Since the 1990s, the original concept of knowledge
workers was challenged, and the category of expertise and the definition of the intensity of
knowledge have changed (Svarc,2015). Schmiede proposed a new definition of knowledge
labor under the concept of informational capitalism, emphasizing the mastery and
application of specific expertise in the new economy, while practical experience and
comprehensive capabilities within the field are taken into the consideration of this concept
(2006).

Schmiede places Knowledge labor in the upper end of the workforce while Fuchs
emphasizes the status as average worker, arguing that even if some knowledge workers
become successful knowledge entrepreneurs or accumulate a certain amount of capital
through knowledge, the class division does not disappear. Fuchs take google as an example,
where the four top directors and officials hold more than 90 percent of the stock, making
them knowledge capitalists, while the other 20,000 employees are actually knowledge
workers (2010).
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In the current concept of informational capitalism, knowledge workers are
considered to have certain particularity in ability and thinking and are even considered to
somehow form a new class. Florida talks about the rise of "creative class" who work in
occupations that require complex problem solving, involve a great deal of independent
judgment, and require a high level of education or human capital, while the main goal of
their work is to create new ideas, new technologies, and creative content (2002).

Knowledge labor and platform labor in the platform economy overlap to some

extent, but compared with the two, platform labor focuses more on the relationship with the

platform, while knowledge labor focuses on the professionalism and requirements of the

work itself. In this study Knowledge labor is described as the identity of short video industry

practitioners, focusing on the professional identity as an employee of a short video platform

company.
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3. Methods
3.1. Methodological approach

The purpose of this study is to understand employees' identity perceptions and
negotiations in their work and in their daily lives when it comes to social media use,
especially for short video platforms, focusing more on individual experiences and opinions.
In order to achieve this, the research adopts qualitative research method. Rich and
descriptive data can be generated through the methods and can be interpreted and analysed
based on the topic and categories, making it possible to provide descriptive, in-depth
answers to the questions. Semi-structured in-depth interviews was considered to be
appropriate due to its potential to access the experiences and opinions of the participants.
This form of interview is widely used in studies that provide a specific and in-depth
understanding of individual behaviour, which not just focus on what, but how people make
sense of the topic (Kvale, 2008). And specific questions can be flexibly adjusted according
to the answers of different interviewees, and follow-up questions may also be added to let
the interviewee express the related opinions more deeply and comprehensively.

After the completion of all interviews, thematic analysis is used in the process of data
analysis. As a foundational research method in qualitative research, thematic analysis can be
used for identifying, analyzing, and reporting themes within data with rich descriptions and
concise organization (Braun & Clarke, 2006). Also, thematic analysis allows the researcher
to examine the data intensely and with flexibility, with the purpose of identifying, analyzing,
and reporting themes (Braun & Clarke, 2006). Considering that the interview topic list in the
study made a preliminary division for the interviewees' responses and became the basic
coding category, while the different responses based on questions focused on different
angles and content of similar aspects. Therefore, the research analysis method of this study

is a combination of inductive and deductive.

3.2. Data Collection

A combination of sampling methods is used to recruit the participants. First,
purposive sampling is used to sample participants by exploiting the researcher’s personal
network. The researcher has previous experience working in the advertising and marketing
industry, and some of his friends and colleagues who currently work in short-video
platforms such as Douyin provided basic industry information for this study, and they
became the initial interviewees. Second, the snowball sampling approach was also applied to

the recruitment of respondents for this study. After being interviewed, the initial
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interviewees recommended friends or colleagues who they thought were suitable and had
more insights about the topic to participate in the interviews. In addition, public calls for
participation are also posted on the researcher's personal social media, which also brought in
more respondents outside of the personal relationships for this study.

In total fifteen practitioners from Douyin had been selected to participate in the
study, (including two in pilot interviews). The sample is comprised of nine men and six
women and the age of the participants ranged between 25 and 40 years old.

All participants had experience working at Douyin, twelve were directly employed
by Douyin, while the other three worked for partner or vendor companies directly related to
Douyin. Of these fifteen participants, eleven were still working at Douyin and four were no
longer working at Douyin at the time of the interview. The scope of their work involves all
aspects of the Douyin platform, mainly based on marketing and platform content operations.
To ensure their anonymity and privacy, their names and job titles will not be published in the
study. In order to identify the participants in this thesis, numeric code will be used as the
names of the participants.

All the interviewees were provided with the Informed Consent From prior to the start
of the interview session, where the contact details of the researcher, the nature of the study
and future application of its results are stated. The form also lists the participant’s rights,
risks and benefits associated with the involvement. All the interviewees were informed that
during the interview process, conversations would be recorded and transcribed for
subsequent research use and that all information would follow strict confidentiality norms.
Furthermore, the participants were informed about the fact that participation in this study
was voluntary and that they would not be paid for participating.

Besides the above basic privacy and ethics issues, considering the possible sensitivity
of this study topic, the following measures were taken to ensure the recruitment of
participants and the protection of them during the design and implementation of the study.

First, regarding the design of the interview questions, the purpose of this study is
about employees' identity perceptions and negotiations between work and daily life when it
comes to social media use, focusing more on individual experiences and cognitions.
Although the interviewees have the identity of employees, all responses and feedback are
based on their personal thoughts and did not represent their job status. No specific algorithm
design questions or commercial competition issues are involved to ensure that all answers do
not infringe on the trade secrets of Douyin at any level, and that all issues related to
international relations and political sensitivity in the development process of Douyin would

not be mentioned, so as to ensure that all respondents' answers would not involve laws and
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regulations or speech norms in China. In addition, all respondents are told in advance that
they can skip or refuse to any questions at any time when they think they are unwilling or
uncomfortable to provide certain questions.

Second, about the recruitment of interviewees and the protection of their personal
information. | know some colleagues and friends who work at Douyin directly through
personal and working relationships, and these people were chosen as my "gatekeepers" to
enter the group of Douyin employees. They have agreed to be formally interviewed in the
future and introduced their close colleagues as my interviewees. | also learned some basic
rules about the use of social media by Douyin employees from them, which there is no
restrictive norm for their employees to use Douyin, and they are encouraged to use various
products from the company for daily communication. To protect interviewees' personal
information, their names, years of work, and specific work departments will not be
presented.

The interviews were conducted as informal interviews, which allowed the
conversation between the interviewer and the interviewee to remain open to the
interviewee’s perspectives (Bryman, 2016). Besides, informal interviews are essential in
gaining an understanding of an individuals’ point of view (Bryman, 2016). The interviews
were conducted in a semi-structured manner. The flexibility of this approach enhances the
fluidity of the interview as well as being more oriented to the interviewee's personal
experience, allowing the researcher have opportunities for follow-up questions, asking for
clarification, expansion and other examples (Agarwal, 2020). Semi-structured in-depth
interviews ensures that the interviewees are able to express their views on the impact of
digital media technologies on the acculturation process in a richer and more detailed manner
(Agarwal, 2020).The interview guide provided the preferred order of topics and leading
questions needed, but the actual execution of the study varied between participants,
depending on the individual and the answers given.

Each interview was expected to last one hour, and the topic list was divided into four
sections, from superficial behavior to deep motivation, from general perspectives to specific
strategies, based on the previous theoretical framework and relevant previous research, with
the aim of obtaining interviewee' answers and opinions to the three sub-questions covered in
this study and to the overall research questions.

The first section included an ice-breaking session and basic media usage behaviours.
The researcher first gave a general introduction to the purpose and content of the interview
and introduced himself and his daily media use habits, after which the interviewees were

invited to briefly introduce their basic personal information such as their work experience,
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professional background, and years of work. Questions about social media use will be set in
specific use scenarios in order to encourage respondents to give as detailed and vivid
descriptions as possible. Respondents are invited to describe a typical day in their own lives,
and then describe their different use behaviours and the motivations or purposes behind them
according to different time points and scenarios.

The second section focused on interviewee' daily use habits and motivations in short-
video platforms, such as their understanding and perception of the rules and mechanisms of
various short-video applications, including Douyin, their use strategies, frequency, and
purposes on short-video platforms, and the differences in behaviours based on work
purposes and those based on personal daily purposes.

The third section mainly focused on interviewees' perceptions and opinions on the
controversies and evaluations of short-video platforms, which are mainly derived from the
current external comments on the criticism of the development process of short-video media
such as Douyin and Kuaishou. The negative comments focused on addiction use, vulgar and
over-entertainment content, echo chamber effect and risk of data privacy, while the positive
comments are about the opportunities for content creation provided by the platforms and the
wide and convenient information channels for ordinary users. Interviewees were invited to
comment on these views or controversies from the perspectives of practitioners and ordinary
users. Considering the sensitivity and controversy, questions about social media mechanisms
or controversies are set up in the later part of the interview, after the interviewees and the
researcher have established a certain trust relationship.

The last section of the interview focused on the identity negotiations and self-
perception of the interviewees in the work. The main questions were related to the life
changes brought about by the work experience, the main sense of fulfilment in their work,
their personal attitudes when facing controversies in the industry or the company, and their
ranking and perception of the identities of users, employees, and creators. As the final part
of the interview, some extended questions based on the interviewees' previous answers were
extended or added to, and the interviewees were invited to add or express other opinions on
the topics covered throughout the interview. At the end of the interview, open questions
were set up and interviewees are encouraged to further supplement or modify their previous
related answers.

The data collection, including two pilot interviews, lasted from March 2021 to May
2021. In the beginning of March, the two trial interviews were conducted to test the topic list

and practice for the interview. Considering that although the topic list was partially adjusted
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in the formal interviews, the initial pilot interviews still contained a lot of valuable content,
the trial interviews were also included in the final data analysis.

Due to the constraints of the interviewees' workplace, all interviews were conducted
remotely via video or audio calls, and in the actual interviews, each interview lasted between
45 and 70 minutes. All interviews were conducted in Chinese, and the interview recordings
were transcribed into text via Iflyrec software, and the researcher manually proofread the
machine transcription text. All quoted texts applied to this paper were later translated into
English.

3.3. Data analysis

After conducting the in-depth interviews, the audio recordings of the interviews were
transcribed and analysis through thematic analysis. According to Braun & Clarke, the steps
of the thematic analysis are as follows: Familiarizing with the data: This process is a
familiarization and preliminary assessment of the interview data. During the data collection
process, the interview questions and answers basically follow a sequence from specific
behaviours to internal motivations, and from individual experience to overall perceptions, so
these questions based on behaviours, motivations, and evaluations can be used for a
preliminary and simple classification of the data. Initial coding: The initial coding process
used an open coding approach, in which all data collected were coded and initially
categorized. The themes are mainly used for the organization and simplification of the
interview data. Since all interviews are based on the personal experiences of the
interviewees, the data may involve a large amount of specific information, which needs to be
categorized during the coding process and presented in codes that minimize specific
individual cases and focus on categories and themes of behavior, motivation, and perception.
Reviewing the themes: In this process, based on the initial coding themes, it is necessary to
return to the questions and sub-questions of this study, to organize and correspond to the
existing coding based on these questions. It also needs to reorganize and analyse key
elements that involved in previous studies, such as identity contradiction and negotiation of
behavior, based on the theoretical framework and literature review. The review of the
literature and theory can also help to identify additional elements that may be present in the
interview data but have not been discussed in previous studies. Defining the themes: In the
later stages of themes definition and analysis, insights and concepts about these themes are

prepared for the research report. By comparing and contrasting the different themes and sub
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themes, essential information is provided for the answers to the sub-questions as well as the
conclusions of the overall research question.

During the actual coding process, since all interviews were structured by the topic
list and respondents ' responses were addressed with similar interview questions, so all the
themes and many of the sub-categories in the interview transcripts were generated in a
concept-driven way. The next phase was mainly characterized by a revision of the data: to
see if the coded data was an accurate representation of the entire data set, or to code any
leftover data that was not coded at all. Additional sub-categories, as well as the sub-
subcategories emerged during the interviews, therefore, were added to coding frame in a

data-driven way.
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4. Results and Analysis

Chapter overview

This chapter is based on the content of the interviews. The results of the in-depth
semi-structured interviews are based on the three sub-questions addressed in this study,
namely, practitioners' personal habits and strategies of short video and social media use,
practitioners' perceptions of Douyin products, and the controversies of the short video
industry, and the identity coordination experienced by the practitioners.

The first section analyses the media habits and use strategies of the respondents,
covering their general media literacy, their use behavior and motivations, and their use
behavior and attitude towards the products of the companies they work for. The second
section is about the respondents ' perceptions of their company's product Douyin, which
involves their analysis and understanding of the platform's mechanism and features from
professional practitioners' perspective, as well as their feelings and understanding of Douyin
as users. The third section is about the practitioners' views on the controversies in the short
video. In the research process, considering the possible sensitivity of employees to evaluate
the current employer, some of the controversial issues are put forward from the perspective
of the whole industry. The answers from the respondents are also aimed at the controversies
and problems existing in the whole short video industry, and in the actual situation, the
problems existing in different short video products have some commonality. The fourth part
is the practitioners' perception and coordination of their own identities. The analysis of this
part comes from the respondents’ judgment on the value of their work, their experience in
dealing with conflicts at work, their feelings about their personal career development and
their understanding of their own professional identities, etc. Through the analysis and
organization of these issues, this part discusses the coordination or perception of identity
problems faced by the practitioners.

4.1. Media habits and use behavior
4.1.1. Deep media literacy with clear motivation

In a fast-growing industry with good prospects, Douyin has attracted a large number
of employees with excellent background. Most of them have great professional background
and higher level of education, which to some extent makes them have good media literacy

and will selectively receive and consume information and content. Different media and
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information platforms will be selected based on their own actual needs and scenarios, and
tend to choose systematic, professional and in-depth content or information.

Although Douyin is not a traditional content or media company, many of employees
have experience working in traditional media or content platforms, especially in content
operations or media management departments. The machine algorithms analyse and predict
the habits and preferences of different users to recommend content that may be of interest to
them, so that even in content operations or management, employees' personal preferences
and experience do not influence the content of the platform, but rather perform basic review
and evaluation of content, such as managing or removing videos with pornography, or
vulgar content, or organize and promote the content with commercial sponsorship or
government promotion.

The current work has limited influence on their own media literacy, but their past
media habits, or working experience in content or media organizations still have a greater
influence on their current information access and media use habits. Many interviewees say
that they are more interested in more in-depth, serious and informative content than
entertaining and light-hearted content, and such media habits have influenced their content
consumption and information acquisition sources to a certain extent. Also, they evaluate that
their attitude towards media information is more neutral and rational, less likely to be overly
disturbed or influenced by media information and have more systematic and diversified

methods and channels for obtaining information.

I hope that | can get something more in-depth on social media, and then there will be
more knowledge, not just for entertainment, not just for recreation, but there may be

more extended broader and wide uses, not so narrow. —— Interviewee No. 14

We are clear that all the users see is not what they want to see, but what others want
them to see. So we treat information in most of the cases, is to maintain a neutral and
questioning attitude, in addition, we may in more circumstances, will not look at the
matter, and more about the whole public opinion direction, we may not pay more
attention to the event itself, but will pay more attention to the public response to the

matter. —— Interviewee No. 6

In addition, some interviewees also mention that the industry and working
environment is full of changes and innovations, and it is also a very competitive

environment, as one practitioner describe that it is a new industry that "changes day by day
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and cannot stop learning”, so this environment also has a high demand for self-improvement.
Many interviewees talk about the pressure of continuous learning and self-growth, especially
when they entered the short video industry from other companies or industries, and this

motivate them to acquire useful knowledge through various channels.

Many interviewees mentioned that they try to avoid unconscious use of various types
of media for information or entertainment, such as dividing media behaviors based on
leisure and entertainment and those based on professional information acquisition and try

not to overlap.

Information and entertainment, | actually separate, information to information,
entertainment to entertainment, | do not like to mix them together. In fact, | do not
like short videos, working in this industry, but the work actually doesn't require us to

stay immersed in it. — Interviewee No. 8

Their work has a significant impact on their media habits, not only the use of their
own company’s applications, but also the use habits of other media platforms. For example,
they will follow relevant information for the purpose of understanding market trends and

competitors or start to use relevant products after entering the industry.

After working, | may pay attention to some news of competing products, especially

the leading company’s news. — Interviewee No. 14

In fact, in the early days, I resisted short videos like Douyin because I thought it was

boring. — Interviewee No. 4

4.1.2. Not social media lover nor Douyin expert

The majority of interviewees mentioned that they are now intentionally spending less
time on social media and even using external tools to reduce their reliance on social media,

preferring to return to more serious and focused media platforms for information.

In fact, | have very little contact with other social media products, because | don't
think I can access too much information in all places at once, and | don't want to

waste time on it. — Interviewee No. 10
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Actually, I'm trying to restrain myself from using my phone as much as possible. —

Interviewee No. 1

In general, they are not heavy users of social media and intend to restrain their use;
they are more concerned with the purpose of daily use rather than just using it to kill time.
They tend to believe that they should reduce the amount of time they spend on social media
and expand their access to information in order to make better use of social media and
reduce its potential negative impact on their lives.

Even if many interviewees have professional experience in the social media industry,
they are not lovers of social media in terms of personal habits and preferences. Many of the
use and attention of social media is for professional purposes, rather than personal actual

hobbies and needs.

Just not fall in line. — Interviewee No. 2

Almost all interviewees say that although they work at Douyin, they are not heavy
users of this product, and their knowledge of Douyin is mostly limited to the field they work
in. In terms of use behavior on Douyin, most of them are less engaged, mainly used for
browsing and simple interaction, and rarely with active content sharing. From the point of
view of functions and mechanisms, their use of Douyin is not comprehensive, and all short
video products are not media platforms they would use in their daily life.

There are some distinctive features of the interviewees' less use of Douyin. From the
point of view of the "results” of use, almost all respondents say that their Douyin accounts
"do not have many followers", and they have never wished to operate their accounts more
seriously to express themselves or gain some income from them. In terms of the functions
they use in the process, they basically only stay in the most basic video browsing and live
streaming functions of Douyin, and they rarely use the online payment functions, social
functions and e-commerce functions that Douyin has been promoting.

For many interviewees, Douyin plays a very limited role in their lives outside of
work, and when asked about the social media or content platforms they use every day,
Douyin is barely among the first names they mentioned. Some of the reasons for this are
personal habits and preferences, such as "it doesn't fit my aesthetics and preferences”, as
interviewee 14 put it. Some respondents also avoid using it in their personal lives for work-

life balance reasons. Some respondents said that working at Douyin often requires long
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working hours and intense workload, so it is relatively difficult to maintain a work-life

balance and they do not want to be occupied by work-related matters outside of work.

My daily work is already about this, if I still spend time on it in my own time, will

feel like I'm not off work. — Interviewee No. 7

| basically don't produce anything, mainly browsing, occasionally comment and

interact a little. — Interviewee No. 10

But to be honest my desire to express myself would not be that strong now. | even set

my account to private. — Interviewee No. 5

4.2. Overall evaluation of Douyin

In the in-depth interviews, all interviewees are asked to give their opinions and
understanding of Douyin, from the perspective of users and practitioners. In the interviews,
these evaluations come from three aspects, the first aspect is that, direct comments of
Douyin, including what they consider the features and style of Douyin, and how they would
introduce Douyin to someone who doesn't know much about the product. The second aspect,
the evaluation came from interviewees' attitudes of some of the mentioned interpretations of
Douyin about specific comments or opinions. The third aspect comes from the other
descriptions involved in referring to Douyin during the interviews, and is not limited to
direct evaluation, but may come from the evaluation and knowledge of the Douyin product
mentioned in response to other questions. Based on these three aspects, a more
comprehensive and objective evaluation of Douyin can be obtained.

Overall, the interviewees' evaluation of Douyin is very positive, and they perceive
Douyin from the perspective of its use experience and the individual or overall value it
brings. On the other hand, they also tend to believe that there is a long-standing stereotype of
Douyin, and the evaluation of Douyin lags behind and does not provide a more
comprehensive and timely understanding of the product.

All interviewees are users of Douyin, but most are not heavy users, yet all have
familiarity and understanding of the mechanics of the product, and when some features are
closely related to their work, their evaluation and opinions are more specific and in-depth.
The identity of practitioners makes them often incorporate some comparative dimensions
when evaluating the product, such as comparing Douyin with Kuaishou or with other short
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video applications. In addition, the specificity of the industry and the socio-cultural

environment in which it operates are also mentioned in the discussion.

4.2.1. Rich diverse and easy, with “positive energy”

When it comes to the platform and content style of Douyin, the majority of
interviewees believe that it is very rich and diverse. In terms of mechanism and functions,
Douyin is considered to be a very "comprehensive™ mobile application, covering short
videos, medium videos, live streaming, online shopping, social networking and other diverse
functions. When it comes to the style of the content, interviewees also consider it to be very
diverse and believe that there is an endless amount of content available to users on the
platform.

When talking about such perceptions, the interviewees tend to contrast the
established impressions that Douyin has formed externally. They believe that in the early
stages of Douyin's development, it did focus on short 15-second videos, while now medium
videos have also become very important content form on the platform. In addition, very
popular features such as live streaming, online shopping and even mobile payments have
been well integrated into Douyin’s product in recent years in China's Internet product trends,

making Douyin a very comprehensive application already.

| think now Douyin is already a very comprehensive product, not quite the way it
was when people first got to know it, you can treat it as live streaming software, or
even Taobao, video is still an important part of it, but other features that are valuable
to users, have also been incorporated already. — Interviewee No. 2

For the content style of short videos, the public also tend to think that it is towards
entertainment and shallowness. Many interviewees believe that although the media form of
the video and the user's usage scenario play a big role in determining its content style, at
present, the content style on Douyin has broken through the category of funny and
entertainment, and many educational or informative videos with some depth are becoming
more and more common. Any user can actually find content that interests them.

Interviewee No. 6 mentioned the "de-entertainment™ he experienced in his work. One
of the things the brand has been doing is to fight against that “Douyin is useless”, and there
are a lot of people criticizing Douyin, saying that it's a waste of users' time, so we will guide

the production and feeds of content. Push more knowledge-based content, fact-based
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information, as well as high-quality lifestyle and travel content, so that you feel that Douyin
is useful. In fact, the style of content is very diverse.

The interviewees believed that the development of product and the expansion of user
scale are important reasons for the increasing diversification and integration of Douyin. As
competition in the industry intensifies, on the one hand, the platform needs to go on catering
to users' needs and creating new features, on the other hand, as the largest short video
platform in the market today, a large number of users continue to create content on the
platform, which also brings the richness of the content style.

Interviewees believe that Douyin is a very simple and straightforward product, which
brings convenience and satisfaction in the use experience, and that users can easily learn and
become familiar with the rules of the product and engage in deeper interaction or production.

There are two reasons for this simple and straightforward feature. Firstly, Douyin
uses video as the main form of content, compared to text and pictures, the video format
attracts the audience's attention more and engages them in the content, and as the video
content is not difficult to understand and follow, the audience can easily get entertainment or
information from it without investing too much effort. Another reason is about Douyin’s
product mechanism. From the level of operation, users only need to swipe the screen to
choose to browse or skip the video, without more searching or filtering, and they will
constantly get the video they may be interested in. From the perspective of interaction and
content production, Douyin's like and comment functions are very simple, and users can
establish certain social relationships through simple interactive behaviors, thus deepening
their dependence on the platform. Smartphones make it easy to take photos and videos, and
Douyin’s built-in editing features and soundtrack allow users to quickly edit the original
content for a better presentation, which also encourages users to produce content.

It may take you a while to get what you want, whether it's a graphic or texts...... so it
can be said that Douyin has greatly improved the bottom line of video content

production for ordinary users. — Interviewee No. 5

Interviewees' positive assessment of Douyin is also reflected in its high sense of
social responsibility, as much of the platform's content and mechanisms are in line with the
macro policies and trends promoted by the national society. In China's Internet content
management system, "promoting positive social energy" is given a very important place, and

this advocacy aims to encourage Internet content platforms and ordinary content creators to
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actively produce positive, inspiring content, while avoiding publishing or sharing
excessively negative and marginalized content.

From the overall level, short video content platform based on the smartphone and
mobile Internet, provide a very simple and convenient way for grassroots users who
previously did not have the ability to create content to access and produce content, they can
more easily access a wide range of internet content, and furthermore, they can produce
content directly in a simple way, thus better integrating into the mainstream culture and even
bringing themselves some followers and financial gains. These opportunities are the social
value brought together by the short video content industry. On a more concrete level,
Douyin has increased its investment and attention to the rural market since 2019, and
cooperated with the government to help promote some rural agricultural products and rural
tourism through short videos and live streaming, which, combined with the Chinese
government's overall mission of "poverty alleviation”, have brought real economic benefits

to many rural areas.

Very socially responsible, and | think it can actually really do something very

meaningful. — Interviewee No. 3

| actually recognize this, | think this is actually probably one of the biggest benefits
of the short video platform, it has changed the lives of many people. — Interviewee
No. 12

Part of the “positive energy” of the Douyin platform also comes from the
government's mandatory regulation and the platform's handling of content. In 2018, other
products of ByteDance had been officially punished for content style issues, and with
Douyin's rapid development and huge user scale, its content management has gradually

become more conservative and unified with what the government advocates.

Maybe we have a little more ‘positive energy’ compared to other platforms. —

Interviewee No. 5

4.2.2. User-driven and data-oriented

When talking about the platform mechanism and features of Douyin, most of the

interviewees emphasize the important role played by "users", who are not only the producers
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and consumers of content, but also, in general, their overall preferences and interests
determine the style and overall image of Douyin content. From the perspective of individual
experience, each user sees different content, and the content they see is actually a response
to their personal habits and interests. Although Douyin will make different treatments for
different content, such as blocking illegal or vulgar content and increasing the
recommendation of official government content, overall, Douyin as a platform does not
directly determine each user's content access and experience in it.

From the perspective of content production, Douyin does not produce content at all,
but provides opportunities for users to encourage them to create content, and then through

the operation of the platform, the content can be continuously produced and disseminated.

Douyin calls itself a platform, what do you mean by platform? | do not produce
content, | let the creators to produce content, | operate these creators, and then make

them to produce. — Interviewee No. 8

From the perspective of content acquisition and consumption, unlike the traditional
media in the past, practitioners consider the control over content and distribution by Douyin

is very limited, and the role is described as "middleman”.

Douyin only acts as a middleman. User preferences are more important, so you may
see a lot more outrageous, worthless content on it that should not be created and

shared. — Interviewee No. 4

Whether it's Douyin or Toutiao, we say we're not the media, we don't have an editing

desk. — Interviewee No. 8

In an early interview with the media, Yiming Zhang, the founder of Douyin, said that
"algorithms have no values™, as a way to explain ByteDance's position of being algorithm-
and data-driven and not being involved in content production and control as a technology
company, which has come under a lot of criticism during the development of Douyin and
other products including official criticism from the government for neglecting its social
responsibility as a content platform and the platform's role in guiding user content. Although
Douyin and other ByteDance products have increased their intervention and management of

content on the platform in the subsequent development process, Douyin is still technology
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and data-driven from the perspective of its official propaganda and external perceptions, and

this view is shared by the majority of interviewees.

Everything on the Internet is data-driven, all results-oriented. In fact, the platform
approach can be guided by some activities or some incentives, certainly not the same

as the traditional way of having an editorial room. — Interviewee No. 10

This data-driven philosophy affects employees' judgment on their work decision-
making process, and also directly influences their perception of various phenomena or issues
on Douyin, such as the more popular video content or content style on Douyin. The
popularity of content does not come from the shaping of the Douyin platform, but rather due
to users' preferences in the process of using it, and more users browsing, more likes and
comments will make the content gain greater exposure, so user behavior based on data is the
fundamental reason for the popularity of content on Douyin. The data and technology-
oriented feature is also believed to cause different people to have different experiences and
feelings in the process of using Douyin, and the algorithm and recommendation technology
based on individual users will make different predictions based on individual behavior,
rather than treating all users as a whole.

Based on the above perceptions of data and technology as the core, to a large extent,
this also brings up other opinions about the Douyin platform and mechanism, such as the
belief that it is relatively objective and neutral because it is cantered on algorithms and
technology, and the belief that individual users' habits and preferences are the main factors
that lead to different results, many of which involve controversial opinions related to
Douyin. awareness and processing, which will be specifically addressed in the next section.

4.3. Perception of the controversies

Based on previous critical studies of short-form media and current controversies or
criticisms of platforms such as Douyin, this research on Douyin and short video platforms
involved controversies and criticisms designed in four main areas: addiction use, fragmented
and vulgar content, echo chamber effect, and privacy and data risks. In the in-depth
interviews, all interviewees are invited to give their views and opinions on these related
controversies or criticisms from the perspective of users and practitioners. Feedback from
the interviewees indicates that practitioners are mostly aware of the existence of these issues,

but also generally believe that some of the allegations or criticisms are exaggerated. In
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addition, these controversies are related to each other, not separate problems, and
practitioners often view these problems as a result of industry characteristics, national
conditions and user habits, and as a common problem in the development of the industry,
rather than a defect of one platform alone. In contrast to addiction use, fragmented and
vulgar content, and the echo chamber effect, interviewees were very pessimistic about the
risks associated with data and privacy, believing that individual users are powerless and
passive in their use of data facing commercial companies.

Interviewees, as practitioners in the short video industry, provide a strong
professional insider's perspective when responding to these controversies, and therefore tend
to respond to them from a macro perspective. Due to the media habits and behaviours of the
interviewees mentioned above, their influence may be relatively limited, so although the
interviewees are also ordinary users, in general, they are more likely to express their

personal views and attitudes from an external perspective.

4.3.1. The problems exist but are exaggerated

With various controversial issues, the interviewees generally admit the existence of
the problems, but at the same time believe that some of the controversies are exaggerated
and that some criticism and controversy are prejudicial. At the early stage of Douyin’s
product development, its platform had a single function, and the platform's supervision of
various contents was also very limited. Therefore, in the process of rapid development and
popularity, Douyin was labelled as fragmented and overly vulgar, and this perception made
Douyin gain a very distinct and specific image perception on the one hand, however, it also
brought certain restrictions on its future development, even though the length of its videos
and Even though the length of its videos and the functions of its products have become more
diversified, it is still more difficult to get rid of the initial perception.

On the one hand, the content on the Douyin platform is already quite diverse and
rich, and in addition to entertaining content, a lot of useful, educational and informative
content is available on the platform, which can meet users' needs for more in-depth and rich
information in addition to leisure and entertainment. The interviewees also believe that the
content of the platform is more useful, educational and informative. In addition, interviewees
also believe that the content users see on Douyin is closely related to their habits and
preferences, and that the same standards and requirements cannot be applied to the needs of

different users.
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I don't think Douyin is overly entertaining, it now also has a lot of one-minute or
three-minute videos, for example, I can also watch TV shows in Douyin. —

Interviewee No.5

If you watch the short video, it is not to say that there is nothing at all, and the sense

of gain is different for each person. — Interviewee No.5

On the other hand, interviewees also believe that some of the criticisms of Douyin
and short videos are full of bias, such as the tendency to view the public's daily media
consumption habits from an elitist perspective and perhaps overestimate the influence of
short videos on people, and that it is not appropriate to rely on a relatively entertaining

content platform and expect such a product to solve the public's information access problem.

So, when we use the elite perspective to criticize this, | actually think this is unfair,
what is the real society, a more grounded society? But why is Douyin still relatively
popular? It's because most people, in fact, are not like the elite mentality | just described, in
fact, their brains are very simple, they simply do not want to get any knowledge, | hope | get
home after work at 5 o'clock, brains do not have to move, | just need to move my fingers,
and then it's good, | do not want to get knowledge. This kind of people is actually the

majority. — Interviewee No0.8

There are also some criticisms that Douyin pushes similar content based on users'
past preferences and habits, which in the long run will only give users the information and
opinions they are interested in, and such a mechanism will narrow their access to
information and even making their opinions more polarized, which is not conducive to
communication and interaction at the personal and social levels. Some interviewees gave
two comments on this criticism. Firstly, from the current technical means, the platform has
not only pushed the content that users are interested in, but also added other information to
the tweets to constantly expand the range of users' interests and increase their use time. In
addition, Douyin is not the only channel for most users to get information, users can get
richer and more differentiated content and information through other content media
platforms.

Media empowerment, it actually makes this vision of many audiences more open, as

far as you can see not only what you care about. — Interviewee No.4
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But I think you perceive the world actually has a lot of ways, if you only rely on
Douyin, if you feel that this is the whole world, 1 think there is also a little strange.

— Interviewee No.6

4.3.2. The problems are common

The interviewees tend to believe that some of the controversies are common to the
development of the whole industry, not unique to individual platform, and therefore difficult
to be solved by changes in one company. And they tend to think that some controversies are
reasonable commercialization behaviours and market strategies, which are inevitable trends.
It is not comprehensive enough to think only from the perspective of users, and commercial
companies cannot be expected to solve social problems.

As an Internet product that provides services for free, Douyin and most other social
media platforms have a similar profit model, they need to rely on users' data and content
contributions to obtain advertising profits. Under such a model, users' data and content
creation become a way for them to exchange with the platform services, and users' ability to
control and manage their data is very limited, which has become a common controversy
faced by major social media platforms. Most interviewees believe that this controversy is
brought about by the development characteristics of the industry, and it is difficult to make

changes just by individual companies or ordinary users.

Data and privacy protection, | think we are actually more used to it now. But I think

this seems to be a more industry-wide problem. — Interviewee No0.3

Many interviewees attributed the entertainment and fragmentation of content and the
echo chamber effect brought by the whole social media industry. They believe that based on
smartphone usage scenarios and habits, most users do not choose more serious and in-depth
content for learning under such conditions, and short and medium length videos are not
suitable for learning, and that their suitable field is still the entertainment and leisure
scenarios. Before the rise of short video, no matter what kind of media form, relaxing and
funny content, whether text or pictures, are easy to get more attention and popularity, so the
entertainment of all kinds of media is the common trend of the whole content industry. And
nowadays people have been used to relatively fragmented time, short content form is also
more in line with the information receiving habits of today's users.
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| think such a use scenario also determines that the content that people expect when
they use it will not be very serious and deep, right? — Interviewee No.1

And then entertainment is actually a big trend now, in fact, this is also related to
customer habits, I think the user habits have been slowly formed. — Interviewee
No.12

In the face of controversies against the short video industry or Douyin platform,
some interviewees believe that commercialized products should not be expected to take on
more social responsibilities that did not belong to them, otherwise it may make the
competition in the market stagnant and fail to bring about more prosperous content and

information consumption.

| think any Internet product, in the commercial stage, you can not have too high a
demand for them, and I think this is a relatively normal market mechanism, you can
not let it to become a public product, and only with such competition, so that more
people can participate in it. After this market becomes rich, it may also be able to
benefit more people. — Interviewee No.3

The interviewees also tend to think that some controversies are brought by human
nature, the product is satisfied to demand, and user habits and behavior cannot be changed
and should not be able to reverse people's minds.

Regarding the addiction e use caused by short video platforms, especially for
children, interviewees understand it more from the human nature perspective, such as the
appeal of video media compared to text and people's natural love for light-hearted
entertainment content, they believe that individual commercial companies or platforms alone
should not be responsible for individual user behavior, and even if there is no company like
Douyin there will be other short video platforms that will provide similar services or content
in the future to gain users' time. And if there is no such media as short video, there will be

more attractive content services such as video games to grab users' attention and time.

Human weakness, you can't have such an option, you don't have Douyin today, you

must have other similar products, people will go to Kuaishou, if you can not use
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Kuaishou, people may go to RED. I think it's ridiculous, but this thing I think is
insoluble. Douyin itself, its foundation is ‘people are repeaters’. — Interviewee No.4

| think this is something in human nature, and the platform is irrelevant, that is, if

there is no Douyin, people will create other options. — Interviewee No.6

The popularity of short video platforms changed the traditional top-down
communication model, more bottom-up, grassroots content has a chance to be seen, whether
it is accepted or not, these contents always exist, people see the content that was not paid
attention to before with the help of short video, and ordinary creators also gain attention and
even economic benefits. The amount of content of short video is huge, to get attention faster
in the mass content, strange, exaggerated, non-daily scene is indeed easier to catch people's
eyes and get more exposure, the pursuit of these spectacles also created the vulgarization and

hunting of content that once happened in the short video platforms.

Those very spectacle scenes, it's not that they didn't exist before, they may have
existed before in nightclubs, or in the kind of entertainment venues, it definitely
existed. It's just that people may now be able to see in the short video platform. —

Interviewee No.7

So many people are making shallow copies of imitations, not because Douyin is

toxic, but the people themselves have such a claim. — Interviewee No.4

Many interviewees also believe that different users and habits also explain different
people's perceptions and opinions about Douyin and other short videos. If users lack more
systematic and in-depth media habits and literacy, they will be more likely to be addicted to
the constant stimulation brought by short videos and have difficulty in obtaining more
effective information or entertainment. While if they can use various channels in a
diversified and integrated way, they will not be overly influenced by the negative effects of
short videos. Many of the interviewees mentioned the idea that it varies from person to
person” when talking about the negative effects associated with short videos, that different
people’s different strategies and habits may have different effects and consequences, and that
some people are indeed more susceptible to the negative effects, while others can make it a

relatively useful form of entertainment and relaxation.
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Because | do think it will give you recommendations based on your preferences, just

actually catering to your preferences, not changing your habits. — Interviewee No.11

4.3.3. Give up of privacy

In terms of their personal handling strategy, the interviewees see no way to address
data and privacy concerns and have given up resistance. There is almost no way for
individuals to have any solutions, especially in the unique environment of China.

In the face of the controversies that exist on various social media and content
platforms about user data mining and storage and privacy related issues, almost all
interviewees expressed a very pessimistic attitude, and their identity and experience as
industry practitioners did not give them any special solutions when it comes to these issues,
because they are facing the common situations of almost all platforms and all applications,
rather than a single product. In this case, regardless of their professional status, the
interviewees put themselves in the role of ordinary users, acknowledging the existence of the
problem and believing that they have little ability to fight against, showing a very negative
and pessimistic attitude. This attitude is reflected in ignoring the problem or using "privacy

is no longer important™ as a means to comfort themselves.

It's a devil's bargain, and I've been lying down for a long time. — Interviewee No.4

But I personally don't think | have any particular amount of privacy left in front of
the Internet, and | probably belong to a group of people with a more give up attitude.

— Interviewee No0.6

Some of the interviewees address issues related to data privacy with a focus on
China's unique national context and social environment. The development of mobile Internet
industry is very rapid in China, and the technology is becoming more popular and faster than
people can imagine. This popularity has brought huge benefits to individuals' lives and
socio-economic development, while the awareness of data privacy protection is relatively
backward. On the other hand, the government has the right to use or manage the data stored
by all Internet companies operating in China, which makes it more difficult for ordinary
users to protect their privacy, even if they can control their privacy at the level of Internet

product applications, they are still powerless to manage their personal data at a larger scale.
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Privacy, | care about, but | personally feel that in China, privacy is of no use, you
protect it but ‘they’ can all find and use, so that | think in China, privacy is

meaningless. — Interviewee No.14

Why do you think it's easier to get data in China, and when there may be some
conflicts, do Chinese people still choose convenience? Instead of choosing privacy
protection. Then | would think that in China, the concept of protection is relatively
weak, because China is developing too fast, and then the development is fast, we all

seek convenience. — Interviewee No0.8

4.4. Identity coordination
4.4.1. Personal achievement

As a very new industry, short video platforms attract a large number of highly
qualified employees who enter this emerging field from other industries and grow and learn
together with the industry. The high pace of development, the constant freshness and the
large amount of resources brought by the scale of the platform are all very attractive to
employees. Many interviewees said that working for a company where they can learn
something new every day is very exciting and very different from their previous jobs in
traditional industries. And the scale of the user base gives them more opportunities and

possibilities for business collaboration or exploration.

Very fast-paced, very cutting-edge stuff let me see a lot of quite different things, this

is a very young industry. — Interviewee No.15

As mentioned above, the development of the short video industry has brought
content production opportunities for ordinary users and enabled them to participate more
actively in social and cultural content interaction. In addition, the rapid development of
Douyin has led to more exploration in the field of public welfare and poverty alleviation,
both in terms of the opportunities brought by the platform to ordinary people and the
economic benefits brought by its public welfare projects, and such social value has become
an important source for some interviewees in assessing their own sense of achievement in

their work.
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The platform will provide some profit share, helping them sell goods in their
hometowns, which has changed many people's lives, | think this is actually the
biggest value that it brings to society as such a content platform. — Interviewee
No.12

From the perspective of personal cognition, as Douyin has a huge user base and now
shows a clear downward market strategy, users living in rural areas and low tier cities have
received a lot of attention, these users outside the traditional market attention also bring a
very distinctive new perspective and social cognition to practitioners. This shift in
perception brought about by the work has also influenced the media habits and awareness of
the respondents to some extent.

I will find that the diversity of people may have to exceed my imagination, there will
be some content, in the past | really have no way to accept, but indeed there will be a
large number of users to like, especially some of the head account of Douyin, | think

this may | have a more open attitude for more content. — Interviewee No.6

It will allow me to maintain a more objective perspective on things, to think about
something deeper and multifaceted.— Interviewee No.14

4.4.2. Work comes first

Deviations between personal value preferences and job requirements are very
common for the interviewees, and in the face of such deviations, all of them reported that
they were guided by professional requirements in their work rather than personal interests
and preferences. Work comes first as a result of identity coordination; however the way of
coordination varies for different people. They recognize the deviations between work
requirements and personal values and use the professional requirements of the job as the
main criterion for their work and try to reconcile their personal deviations in order to adapt

themselves to the requirements and content of the job.

It's hard to balance, and there is no, or rarely a more win-win or other approach. —

Interviewee No0.12
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The deviations are particularly obvious, and some | definitely don't want to do very
much. For example, there are some users, | actually dislike him, | think he has no

sense of this thing, but if | have to write a PR article about this, | may have to do. —
Interviewee No.7

The booming short video industry offers significant rewards and future prospects, so this

realistic level of feedback is in some ways a very direct incentive and stimulus.

Sometimes a lot of things, | have my own ideas, and the views on many things are
not the same, but in order to make money in this industry, so you can only tolerate, to
regulate and gradually getting numb, that's what it means. — Interviewee No.14

Another way is to seek a change in mindset, by switching perspectives to rationalize
work decisions that are not in line with personal preferences, such as thinking from the user's
perspective or trying to accommodate work demands by breaking with personal views.
Interviewees also identified professionalism as a way to deal with work challenges in a
professional manner and with the intention of solving them.

More importantly, it is actually a change of mind, sometimes not what | want to
pursue, but also definitely not something illegal, and not against my moral standard

or anything like that. That's it, you can make money anyway. — Interviewee No.10

We all agree that the pursuit of the best, you have to choose the best solution. I may
not be a person who insists too much on myself at work, so I think, especially in the
workplace, | may be a little more practical from my point of view, and it is most
crucial to solve the problem. — Interviewee No0.9

Many interviewees specialize their personal choices and decisions in work scenarios,
and they divest themselves of their personal preferences and deal with work demands in a
completely rational way, without any personal value.

Most of the work is actually more fragmented, and to do a part of task, you do not
need to think about how many values this thing has, it has nothing to do with my

personal interests, my values. No one is really doing this thing because they like it
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very much. This is also a kind of so-called professionalism, and they do not take this

into account when recruiting people. — Interviewee No.4

The work still has to be done, and then maybe in the process, they know more about

this, and then accept more, and then it's okay. — Interviewee No.5

The interviewees believe that there is a deviation between the work content and their
use habits, the work atmosphere and environment have obvious differences from the
atmosphere and environment on the platform.

As an emerging and promising industry, short video media attracts a large number of
highly qualified practitioners, yet its overall market audience is still dominated by the
general public. This brings about two differences; one is the difference between the work
atmosphere and the platform atmosphere. At work, employees are faced with, for example,
gender issues and social topics, and their views are often progressive and diverse. On the
other hand, on the platform, many views and contents tend to be traditional, conservative or
even vulgar due to the influence of the user group. The second difference is the difference in
media usage habits, even though in this industry, practitioners tend to have more systematic
or diversified media channels for content acquisition, resulting in in-depth content with
professionalism and little reliance on short-form video, while ordinary users may lack more
diversified channels for information acquisition. Professional practitioners are not heavy
users of short videos, and their perception of potential negative effects is relatively limited.
These two differences above may, to some extent, cause contradictions or deviations faced
by employees in the work process.

The deliberate and obvious distinction between personal routine and work status
becomes a strategy for interviewees to cope with such deviations, and they rarely apply their
personal daily life media habits and interest preferences to their work and avoid letting the
content and habits at work affect their personal life too much.

Colleagues will look at it separately. There are a lot of values on Douyin, such as
gender issues, and there's a lot of really bad content on Douyin, but Douyin itself is a
company that's doing a pretty good job on gender issues. In this company, women or

the minority group are being treated very equally and friendly. — Interviewee No.4
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I will focus on the user, the Internet is all about the user, so we will judge whether
the user can accept this, the user like it or not, and then based on the attributes of the

platform to make adjustments. — Interviewee No.8

4.4.3. A sense of powerlessness on the platform

There is a general sense of marginality and unimportance regarding the perception of
their identity at work, and they believe that their ability to influence the platform is very
limited and that they do not have more dominance in their work. Regardless of job content
and years of experience, almost all respondents spoke of the personal powerlessness they
face in working on the Douyin platform. They all believe that the work they do is not core
work and is relatively marginal in terms of function, and this sense of marginality does not

fully bind them to the overall vision and development of the company in a deeper way.

I think | was a special tail-end role. And my connection to the business is not as
strong as it could be. The PR department itself is a money-cost department, so it's

hard to assess and quantify your work. — Interviewee No.7

My job is not as central. My job is more based on the direction they have developed
or they have decided. Then we think about some campaigns, whether events, or
brand-related content, to interact more with users, or to promote. — Interviewee
No.8

From the point of view of work feeling and commitment, personal powerlessness is
also reflected in the attitude towards the work, and there is no deeper emotional
commitment. This mentality of professional consideration makes them focus mainly on the

completion of work tasks rather than on the continuous attention to work results.
I think me as an employee of Douyin, probably not too different from being an
employee of another company, it just so happens that I am in Douyin now. —

Interviewee No0.9

Most people | think are in “just do a job” status. — Interviewee N0.13
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Because | think it's a job, and then it's over, | do have some work here, let me seem
to design the product, but I do not know how much these designs work in the end,

and now seems to have little to do with me. — Interviewee No.15

As an emerging company with a large number of employees and a highly segmented
and process-oriented work content, there is a contrast between the huge scale of the
platform, the huge number of users and the sense of marginality that employees feel in it.
From the perspective of work mechanism, although employees are professional practitioners
in the industry, they have no deep involvement in the work they do. The employees
themselves do not perceive themselves as the creators of the platform or the designers of the
mechanisms and rules, but rather as supporting roles working entirely for the data.

When asked for suggestions for the Douyin platform and the whole short video
industry, many interviewees offered some expectations for the product or industry from an
ideal perspective and from the perspective of a professional practitioner, but they also
mentioned the difficulty of making corresponding changes and the contradictory nature of
the current situation.

For example, some interviewees believe that the platform should further guide
content to make the audience's access to information more valuable and avoid overly useless
and extremist content, and that such guidance and control is one of the social responsibilities
of enterprises. However, on the one hand, such guidance may be contrary to the technical
and algorithm-driven design of the Douyin platform, while on the other hand, the control
and judgment of the content may also make the platform fall into the contradiction of the
source of power. Some interviewees are also dissatisfied with the current features and
mechanisms of the platform, such as excessive commercial advertising and marketing
content, and the addition of e-commerce features that make the content platform too much of

a selling atmosphere and detract from the original purpose of the content platform.

Although it is not a news media it is a platform, but I think it can still have a certain
guidance, it can make the audience more rational, not too emotional, | think the
company should have such a responsibility, but in fact it is very difficult to do. —

Interviewee No.14

Too much advertising and selling on the platform, the short video platform is a bit

fast into the era of TV shopping. — Interviewee No0.9
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In contrast, some interviewees also mentioned the difficulty of making changes from
the perspective of individual employees. The work of Douyin often has a very clear and
segmented division, and each employee can mostly only control the work field they are in,
and these jobs also have relatively clear data results as requirements, and ordinary

employees think their own decision-making influence is very limited.

Do your words count? Maybe you can have some influence, but in fact this is about

your level and your position in the company. — Interviewee No.14
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5. Discussion and conclusion

Chapter overview

Based on the results and analysis of this research, this chapter provides further
discussion of the research findings. The first section is about the professional practitioners’
media use behavior and strategy, and from the results, they are not heavy users of short
video products or even social media platforms. The second section concerns the
practitioners’ perception of platform mechanisms and industry controversies. The
interviewees have a tendency to generalize the problems with regard to the various
controversies and issues mentioned and are also willing to emphasize the technological
neutrality of the platform, which will be discussed and analyzed in this chapter. The third
section deals with the identity coordination issues experienced by the practitioners, and the
interviewees' mentioned sense of accomplishment, powerlessness and marginality in their
work will be further discussed in the context of concepts such as knowledge labor. Finally,
the limitations of this study will be summarized and analyzed with suggestions and reference

for future research.

5.1. Media behavior - Work but not use

Regarding the media habits and strategies of professional practitioners in the short
video industry, from the research results, the respondents tend to have high media literacy
and information consumption level, which is demonstrated by the fact that they have
relatively professional and fixed media information acquisition channels, and they care more
about the quality rather than quantity of content when acquiring various types of
information. In different needs and scenarios, they have high requirements for the type and
source of information they receive, and after receiving information, they tend to maintain a
more neutral and open attitude. Such media habits are in contrast to the relatively
entertaining, relaxing and simple content style of short video media platforms, and in fact,
most of the industry practitioners interviewed are indeed not heavy users of short video
applications. Whether the platform they belong to or other applications, most of their use
behavior is very basic, only at the browsing level, with very limited interaction and creation.
The professional practitioners are not heavy users of short video media, partly because of
their personal habits and preferences, but also because they want to reduce their exposure to

work content in order to balance their lives and work.
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A very interesting contradiction arises here, as the practitioners are not users of the
products on which they work daily. And this difference is also reflected in more ways. For
example, for some learning account on Douyin, some interviewees believes that is not a
suitable platform for serious learning, but at the same time Douyin is expanding the diversity
of content on the platform and promoting educational and practical videos to break the
established perception of its content being overly entertaining and shallow. On the other
hand, some interviewees mention that the content atmosphere on Douyin is relatively
conservative and traditional on some issues, however, they also say that Douyin itself has a
very open and liberal work environment. This shows that there is a clear difference between
the media habits of the employees and the media habits of the platform's users, and that there
is also a difference between the work atmosphere of the employees and the community
atmosphere on the platform. As one interviewee put it, "It's a great product, but maybe I'm
not the target user."”

Short video media platforms have attracted a large number of highly qualified
practitioners, but the overall market audience is still dominated by the general public, and it
has become an important market competition strategy for the short video companies to
continue to capture the market by exploring lower tier cities and even rural markets. One of
the features of short video platforms is that they make content creation and production very
simple and straightforward, thus enabling more and more people to enter into content
production (Omar & Dequan, 2020). In China, the popularity of short video platforms has
enabled diverse and marginalized grassroots groups outside of cities to become creative
workers, and this has resulted in economic gains for them (Lin & de Kloet, 2019). When
more and more people from the general public or even from the bottom of society are able to
use the Internet to access information and create content in a more efficient way, it
contributes to a certain extent to the equity of information.

Previous discussions on the causes for digital divide have focused on the lack of
mental access, material access, and skill access (van Dijk & Hacker, 2003). However, as the
progress and popularization of technology, more and more of these lacks are being
addressed, but new problems may also arise. For example, in the results of this research, the
professional practitioners of the platform are not the main users of the platform, and the
content of their work is quite different from their real life. As a consequence, the
professional practitioners are in a way designing the product for another group of users,
without using it more or being more involved in it, thus bringing another kind of divide,
even if this divide is still based on easy and efficient access to information, which results in

a difference in the quality of information.
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Such differences and separations may lead to deviations in the product design and
development process, and a more implicit divide of information at a larger sociocultural

level.

5.2. Controversies perception - In the name of platform

Regarding the various controversies and problems in Douyin and the short video
industry, the attitudes of the industry professional practitioners in the interviews are highly
similar. First, most of them agree that problems exist, but they also believe that the risks of
many problems are exaggerated, and that in reality, they are not as serious, and that many of
the criticisms only focus on the negative issues, while ignoring the positive effects of many
mechanisms and features. In addition, many interviewees tend to believe that the current
criticisms and controversies are industry problems that must be experienced during the
development phase of emerging products, and that it is difficult to reverse the overall
situation through changes in individual company. And, as for some of the actual
controversial issues, some interviewees believe that as a platform-based application, users'
personal preferences and usage habits largely affect their perception of the content, and the
platform is always a relatively neutral and open role in this process. The overall styles and
trends presented are direct feedback of users' preferences, and even if they differ from their
own preferences, they should not interfere with such objective results.

As described in the previous section, many professional practitioners are not heavy
users of short video platforms, and such behaviours and habits may bias their perceptions of
some of the current controversies and problems. Many interviewees tend to use social media
and short-form video platforms with a certain purpose or deliberately to limit their time and
frequency, so they may be relatively less aware of problems such as addiction use. In
addition, their relatively diverse and in-depth media consumption habits also make them less
aware of the controversial and vulgar content recommended by the algorithm. From the
perspective of personal experience, the interviewees generally rely less on short video
media, so they do not have actual experience and feelings about its potential risks. Unlike
other controversies, respondents' views on personal privacy and data issues are more
pessimistic and negative, and they believe that ordinary users are unable to protect their
rights, and that such concerns are not related to specific usage behaviours and strategies, but
are common to all users, regardless of their usage patterns and levels.

Both from the claim of Douyin's founder and from the algorithm-based content

recommendation mechanism of the application, Douyin, as a "platform", does have its
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claimed characteristics, that is, it does not generate its own content or intervene in content
style, but uses the platform's user preferences as the standard for content recommendations.
In such a case, the individual user's experience is indeed influenced by their personal
preferences. In the discussion of platform development, Gillespie mentions that platforms
are characterized by openness and neutrality, but once they become large and visible
enough, they need to deal with the balance between security and controversy, social and
economic value, between niche and broad (2013). In China's unique media and social
environment, Douyin's loose and open content management method in its early days brought
criticism from the government, and as its cooperation with the government has deepened,
although it still maintains the "platform" claim, its management and review of content has
received intervention and influence of the government. In addition, as Douyin's
commercialization deepens, all kinds of advertising content will also get more support and
promote, rather than entirely selected by users.

In such a case, the "platform™ claim has certain contradictions for Douyin. On the
one hand, it has a certain ability to manage the content rather than being completely neutral
and open, and to a certain extent it plays the role of a media, whether it comes from the
government's requirements for content or for commercialization reasons. On the other hand,
when faced with criticism from individual users, the platform feature becomes a reason to
get rid of the controversies and criticisms.

From the perspective of users and content creators, the platformization has changed
the mode of content production, in which cultural commodities need to constantly adapt to
the rules and mechanisms of the platform and change or adjust through feedback from data
(Nieborg & Poell, 2018). From the perspective of employees, the platformization has a
similar impact and effect on their work, as they believe that they cannot and should not have
a personal influence on the content of the platform, but rather they need to further direct
their work based on data and users. In this process, datafied user feedback has largely
become a criterion for measuring and evaluating their work, rather than a standard based on

experience and personal judgment.

5.3. Identity coordination - As a platform worker

In this research, when it comes to the evaluation and negotiation of work value and
their identities many interviewees express a contradictory attitude. On the positive side,
being in the short video industry and Douyin brings them a certain degree of satisfaction and

identity, while the bright industry prospects and good working atmosphere also provide them
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with a better working experience. At the same time, however, many interviewees also
express the sense of powerlessness and marginality they experience at work, such as not
being able to use their creativity and ideas on a larger scale, having access to only a limited
amount of work in many cases and not being able to have a more comprehensive perception
and control of the whole work, and often encountering many difficulties in the actual work
despite their willingness to make changes. All interviewees, when faced with the
contradiction between work requirements and personal preferences, prioritize work as a
criterion, and personalized value judgments and preferences are ignored.

Professional practitioners in the short video industry do not see themselves as having
the opportunity or being able to devote enough creativity and personal value in their work.
In 2020, in Chinese society, terms such as "Dagongren (4] . \)" "Shechu (1 &)" have
become buzzwords, which mean odd-job man and corporate slave. And the users of these
terms are often not really underlying ordinary workers, but in fact mostly white-collar
workers with better working environment and better payment, such words actually expressed
a self-mockery attitude, that work is meaningless, difficult to play greater value, and there is
no ideal future prospects. The sense of powerlessness and marginality expressed by many
respondents in this study is also consistent with such social sentiments.

The research result that "professional practitioners are not heavy users of the
product” also affects their personal identity cognition in the work to a certain extent, and the
work they do and the results they produce are not more directly related to their personal
lives, but only as objects of work. From the perspective of work process and collaboration,
individual practitioners have very limited influence on the output of their work, and in most
cases, they are limited to their own process and tasks, and are not responsible for the overall
work outcome. Such a way will also affect their perception and judgment of work.

Fuchs has discussed the meaning and value of knowledge labor in informational
capitalism and tried to explore the relationship between knowledge labor and class (2010).
He argues that in information capitalism, the concept of class should not be limited to capital
as a class and wage labor as another class and needs to be expanded to everyone who creates
space of common experience through their practices, and the labor of user-generated content
is covered (Fuchs, 2010).Many argue that in the Internet era, groups such as Internet users,
knowledge labor, and "creative class" have made the concept of class more diverse and
flexible (Brooks, 2021; Florida, 2021; Terranova, 2003). Around the rules and mechanisms
of the platform, on the one hand, users produce a large number of content, and these content
become products to attract other users, and on the other hand, the data left by user activities

on the platform becomes a resource that can be sold or used again by large companies for
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advertisers, have together resulted in the exploitation and use of users' content creation (van
Dijck, 2009).The employees of the platform, to a certain extent, can be regarded as the
creators and designers of the platform, and the content platform constructed by their
professional knowledge, as an infrastructure, is also used for the exchange, sharing or
commodification of other knowledge in informational capitalism, where, Fuchs' view that
knowledge is central to class formation in information capitalism and that knowledge
constitutes a part of the social commons is confirmed (2010).

It is also like the example of 4 knowledge capitalists and 20,000 employees as
knowledge workers in Google (Fuchs, 2010). From the results of the research, Although the
interviewees are practitioners with a high level of professionalism and expertise, they are not
people who have accumulated capital through their knowledge, but are still people who
perform ordinary work through their expertise, as a small part of a large system, and far

from having class mobility through their knowledge and expertise.

5.4. Limitations and Future research

The purpose of this research is to examine the understandings and perceptions of
professional practitioners in the short video industry from their own perspectives on this
emerging and controversial media industry and media products, as well as to explore the
identity negotiation issues they experience in the work. The aim is to provide an inside,
individual perspective on the current critical study of social media, and to understand and
study the industry in a more vivid and concrete way. From the results of the research,
industry practitioners do provide some unique views and perspectives, however, there are
certain limitations in this study that could also provide suggestions and directions for future
studies.

First, the diversity and representativeness of the interviewees in terms of types of
work, job position, and years of experience may be lacking due to the limitation of the
researcher's access to the respondents. In terms of the recruitment method, most of the
interviewees were recruited through the researcher's personal relationships and subsequent
snowballing approach, which resulted in many of the interviewees having the similar job
content and years of experience, for example many interviewees are in Douyin content
operation and marketing department, so may also result in its view and attitude has certain
similarity. In terms of the research results, many interviewees express the belief that their
work is non-core and that their work is implementing the upper requirements, with very

limited personal creativity they could play. Such results may be partly realistic problems on
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the one hand, and, on the other hand, it may also be due to deviations from the interviewees'
sample. In this study, only two employees are programming or data related. As a company
that emphasizes professional technical and data-driven background, more representative
professional practitioners should be selected to participate in the research to obtain more
representative research results. In addition, among the interviewees in this study, only one is
a middle-level manager, while the others were all basic employees. Such a composition of
respondents can obtain a more general voice, but it directly contributes to the reality that
most respondents consider their power and voice to be limited. Based on the above, in future
research, under the premise of ensuring research ethics and protecting the respondents, a
more comprehensive arrangement of the interviewees' composition can be considered to
ensure their professional representativeness and diversified coverage in terms of positions.
Second, since this research is based on one company, Douyin, and the problem
involves the interaction and work of employees in the company, a more comprehensive and
in-depth understanding of the company's operation mode, corporate culture, and
management structure should be conducted. From a general point of view, the behavior of
employees or practitioners within an organization may be influenced by various factors, such
as corporate culture, management system, and organizational style, etc. From the perspective
of this case, Douyin, as a young company in an emerging industry, has certain characteristics
in terms of the company's culture, management style, and working atmosphere from the
interviewees' expressions. But in the interview process, internal elements such as Douyin's
management and cooperation style are not more effectively included in the setting of the
interview questions and the discussion of the research questions, making some of the
questions not industry or company specific. In addition, it would be useful to have a deeper
understanding of the collaborative approach, work routine, and evaluation criteria of their
work in this type of study to help understand the different roles and considerations of
different interviewees when describing their work, and to better study the identity
coordination and conflict management issues they experience in their work scenarios. It is
also possible to gain a deeper understanding of their daily work, for example, how
employees in different functions and positions interact and collaborate at work, and how a
decision is proposed, implemented, and made. In future research, whether industry-based or
company-based, incorporating certain theories on organizational behavior and business
management when it comes to the interaction between individuals and organizations will

have the opportunity to obtain more specific and realistic findings.

57



References

Abidin, C. (2020). Mapping Internet Celebrity on TikTok: Exploring Attention Economies
and Visibility Labours. Cultural Science Journal, 12(1), 77-103.
https://doi.org/10.5334/csci.140

Agarwal, V. (2020). The Semi-structured Interviewing Method in a Qualitative Study
Examining Complementary and Alternative Medicine Providers’ Knowledge
Discourse. SAGE Publications.

Anderson, K. E. (2020). Getting acquainted with social networks and apps: it is time to talk
about TikTok. Library Hi Tech News, 37(4), 7-12. https://doi.org/10.1108/Ihtn-01-
2020-0001

Auxier, B. E., & Vitak, J. (2019). Factors Motivating Customization and Echo Chamber
Creation Within Digital News Environments. Social Media + Society, 5(2),
205630511984750. https://doi.org/10.1177/2056305119847506

Bell, D. (1976). The Coming of Post-industrial Society. Basic Books; New Ed edition.

Blank, G., & Reisdorf, B. C. (2012). The Participatory Web. Information, Communication &
Society, 15(4), 537-554. https://doi.org/10.1080/1369118x.2012.665935

Bogost, I., & Montfort, N. (2009). Platform Studies: Frequently Questioned Answers. UC
Irvine: Digital Arts and Culture 2009. Retrieved from
https://escholarship.org/uc/item/01rOk9br

Booysen, L. A. E. (2018). Workplace Identity Construction: An Intersectional-ldentity-
Cultural Lens. Oxford Research Encyclopedia of Business and Management.
Published. https://doi.org/10.1093/acrefore/9780190224851.013.47

Braun, V., & Clarke, V. (2006). Using thematic analysis in psychology. Qualitative
Research in Psychology, 3(2), 77-101. https://doi.org/10.1191/1478088706gp0630a

Brooks, D. (2021). Bobos In Paradise Publisher: Simon & Schuster. New York: Simon &
Schuster.

Bryman, A. (2016). Social Research Methods (5th ed.). Oxford University Press.

Burton-Jones, A. (2003). Knowledge Capitalism: The New Learning Economy. Policy
Futures in Education, 1(1), 143-159. https://doi.org/10.2304/pfie.2003.1.1.4

Bucher, T., & Helmond, A. (2017). The affordances of social media platforms. In J. Burgess,
T. Poell, & A. Marwick (Eds.), SAGE Handbook of Social Media. SAGE
Publications. Pre-Publication Copy. Retrieved from
http://www.annehelmond.nl/wordpress/wp-

content/uploads/2016/07/BucherHelmond_SocialMediaAffordances-preprint.pdf

58



Blumler, J. G. (1979). The Role of Theory in Uses and Gratifications Studies.
Communication Research, 6(1), 9-36. https://doi.org/10.1177/009365027900600102

Cinelli, M., De Francisci Morales, G., Galeazzi, A., Quattrociocchi, W., & Starnini, M.
(2021). The echo chamber effect on social media. Proceedings of the National
Academy of Sciences, 118(9), e2023301118.
https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.2023301118

Chen, X., Valdovinos Kaye, D. B., & Zeng, J. (2020). #PositiveEnergy Douyin: constructing
“playful patriotism” in a Chinese short-video application. Chinese Journal of
Communication, 14(1), 97-117. https://doi.org/10.1080/17544750.2020.1761848

Cyberspace Administration of China. (2021). 47 /& (473 G5 K LM 4 11 7R
#) (4 X) [The 47th Report on the Development Status of the Internet in China

(Full Text)]. Http://Www.Cac.Gov.Cn/. http://www.cac.gov.cn/2021-
02/03/c_1613923423079314.htm

Cunningham, S., Craig, D., & Lv, J. (2019a). China’s livestreaming industry: platforms,
politics, and precarity. International Journal of Cultural Studies, 22(6), 719-736.
https://doi.org/10.1177/1367877919834942

D’Arienzo, M. C., Boursier, V., & Griffiths, M. D. (2019). Addiction to Social Media and
Attachment Styles: A Systematic Literature Review. International Journal of Mental
Health and Addiction, 17(4), 1094-1118. https://doi.org/10.1007/s11469-019-00082-
5

Davis, J. (2019, June 27). The TikTok Strategy: Using Al Platforms to Take Over the World.
INSEAD Knowledge. https://knowledge.insead.edu/entrepreneurship/the-tiktok-
strategy-using-ai-platforms-to-take-over-the-world-11776

Eghtesadi, M., & Florea, A. (2020). Facebook, Instagram, Reddit and TikTok: a proposal for
health authorities to integrate popular social media platforms in contingency
planning amid a global pandemic outbreak. Canadian Journal of Public Health,
111(3), 389-391. https://doi.org/10.17269/s41997-020-00343-0

El Ouirdi, A., El Ouirdi, M., Segers, J., & Henderickx, E. (2015). Employees’ use of social
media technologies: a methodological and thematic review. Behaviour &
Information Technology, 34(5), 454-464.
https://doi.org/10.1080/0144929x.2015.1004647

Feng, C. (2021, June 8). Who Zhang Yiming is and how he grew ByteDance and TikTok
into a global sensation. South China Morning Post. https://www.scmp.com/tech/big-

59



tech/article/3134264/who-zhang-yiming-and-how-he-grew-bytedance-and-tiktok-
global

Florida, R. (2021). The Rise of the Creative Class Publisher: Basic Books. New York: Basic
Books.

Fuchs, C. (2010). Labor in Informational Capitalism and on the Internet. The Information
Society, 26(3), 179-196. https://doi.org/10.1080/01972241003712215

Gillespie, T. (2010). The politics of ‘platforms.” New Media & Society, 12(3), 347-364.
https://doi.org/10.1177/1461444809342738

Herrman, J. (2021, June 8). How TikTok Is Rewriting the World. The New York Times.
https://www.nytimes.com/2019/03/10/style/what-is-tik-tok.html

Hou, Y., Xiong, D., Jiang, T., Song, L., & Wang, Q. (2019). Social media addiction: Its
impact, mediation, and intervention. Cyberpsychology: Journal of Psychosocial
Research on Cyberspace, 13(1). https://doi.org/10.5817/cp2019-1-4

Humphreys, A., & Grayson, K. (2008). The Intersecting Roles of Consumer and Producer: A
Critical Perspective on Co-production, Co-creation and Prosumption. Sociology
Compass, 2(3), 963-980. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1751-9020.2008.00112.x

Jaffar, B. A., Riaz, S., & Mushtaqg, A. (2019). Living in a Moment: Impact of TikTok on
Influencing Younger Generation into Micro-Fame. Journal of Content, Community
and Communication, 10(9). https://doi.org/10.31620/jccc.12.19/19

Kang, J., & Liu, B. (2019). A Similarity Mindset Matters on Social Media: Using
Algorithm-Generated Similarity Metrics to Foster Assimilation in Upward Social
Comparison. Social Media + Society, 5(4), 205630511989088.
https://doi.org/10.1177/2056305119890884

Kaye, D. B. V., Chen, X., & Zeng, J. (2020). The co-evolution of two Chinese mobile short
video apps: Parallel platformization of Douyin and TikTok. Mobile Media &
Communication, 9(2), 229-253. https://doi.org/10.1177/2050157920952120

Kvale, S. (2008). Doing Interviews (Qualitative Research Kit) (1st ed.). SAGE Publications
Ltd.

Lee, Y. (2020). Motivations of employees’ communicative behaviors on social media.

Internet Research, 30(3), 971-994. https://doi.org/10.1108/intr-06-2019-0264

Lago.com. (2020, December 10). 2020 Internet Talent Recruitment White Paper. Lago.Com.
http://www.hangzhou.gov.cn/art/2020/12/10/art_812266 59021375.html

Li, M., Tan, C. K., & Yang, Y. (2019). Shehui Ren: cultural production and rural youths’

use of the Kuaishou video-sharing app in Eastern China. Information,
60



Communication & Society, 23(10), 1499-1514.
https://doi.org/10.1080/1369118x.2019.1585469

Lin, J., & de Kloet, J. (2019). Platformization of the Unlikely Creative Class: Kuaishou and
Chinese Digital Cultural Production. Social Media + Society, 5(4),
205630511988343. https://doi.org/10.1177/2056305119883430

Livingstone, S. (2013). The Participation Paradigm in Audience Research. The
Communication Review, 16(1-2), 21-30.
https://doi.org/10.1080/10714421.2013.757174

Livingstone, S. (2018). Audiences in an Age of Datafication: Critical Questions for Media
Research. Television & New Media, 20(2), 170-183.
https://doi.org/10.1177/1527476418811118

Miao, W., Huang, D., & Huang, Y. (2021). More than business: The de-politicisation and
re-politicisation of TikTok in the media discourses of China, America and India
(2017-2020). Media International Australia.
https://doi.org/10.1177/1329878X211013919

Nieborg, D. B., & Helmond, A. (2018). The political economy of Facebook’s
platformization in the mobile ecosystem: Facebook Messenger as a platform
instance. Media, Culture & Society, 41(2), 196-218.
https://doi.org/10.1177/0163443718818384

Nieborg, D. B., & Poell, T. (2018). The platformization of cultural production: Theorizing
the contingent cultural commodity. New Media & Society, 20(11), 4275-4292.
https://doi.org/10.1177/1461444818769694

Omar, B., & Dequan, W. (2020). Watch, Share or Create: The Influence of Personality
Traits and User Motivation on TikTok Mobile Video Usage. International Journal of
Interactive Mobile Technologies (1JIM), 14(04), 121.
https://doi.org/10.3991/ijim.v14i04.12429

O’Reilly, T. (2005). What is Web 2.0: Design Patterns and Business Models for the Next
Generation of Software by Tim O Reilly: SSRN. Https://Www.Oreilly.Com/.
https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=1008839

Rewaria, S. (2021). Data Privacy in Social Media Platform: Issues and Challenges. SSRN
Electronic Journal. Published. https://doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.3793386

Ritzer, G., & Jurgenson, N. (2010). Production, Consumption, Prosumption. Journal of
Consumer Culture, 10(1), 13-36. https://doi.org/10.1177/1469540509354673

61



Ruggiero, T. E. (2000). Uses and Gratifications Theory in the 21st Century. Mass
Communication and Society, 3(1), 3-37.
https://doi.org/10.1207/s15327825mcs0301_02

Shao, G. (2009). Understanding the appeal of user-generated media: a uses and gratification
perspective. Internet Research, 19(1), 7-25.
https://doi.org/10.1108/10662240910927795

Svarc, J. (2015). The knowledge worker is dead: What about professions? Current
Sociology, 64(3), 392-410. https://doi.org/10.1177/0011392115591611

Sweetser, K. D., & Kelleher, T. (2011). A survey of social media use, motivation and
leadership among public relations practitioners. Public Relations Review, 37(4), 425—
428. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.pubrev.2011.08.010

Terranova, T. (2003). Free labor: Producing culture for the digital economy. Electronic book
review. Retrieved from
www.electronicbookreview.com/thread/technocapitalism/voluntary.

van Dijck, J. (2009). Users like you? Theorizing agency in user-generated content. Media,
Culture & Society, 31(1), 41-58. https://doi.org/10.1177/0163443708098245

van Dijk, J., & Hacker, K. (2003). The Digital Divide as a Complex and Dynamic
Phenomenon. The Information Society, 19(4), 315-326.
https://doi.org/10.1080/01972240309487

Wang, Y. (2020). Humor and camera view on mobile short-form video apps influence user
experience and technology-adoption intent, an example of TikTok (Douyin).
Computers in Human Behavior, 110, 106373.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chb.2020.106373

Weimann, G., & Masri, N. (2020). Research Note: Spreading Hate on TikTok. Studies in
Conflict & Terrorism, 1-14. https://doi.org/10.1080/1057610x.2020.1780027

Wu, L. (2015). BB ASK—ISi5: S ALAFAR—FIFARLT, ME—RIKALE.
[Founder Zhang Yiming said: Toutiao is not a media company, but a technology
company]. Qdaily. http://www.qdaily.com/cooperation/articles/mip/9019.html

Zhang, Z. (2020). Infrastructuralization of Tik Tok: transformation, power relationships, and

platformization of video entertainment in China. Media, Culture & Society, 43(2),
219-236. https://doi.org/10.1177/0163443720939452

62



Zhao, Z. (2021). Analysis on the “Douyin (Tiktok) Mania” Phenomenon Based on
Recommendation Algorithms. E3S Web of Conferences, 235, 03029.
https://doi.org/10.1051/e3sconf/202123503029

Zizek, S. (2017). In Defense of Lost Causes (Reprint ed.). Verso.

63



Appendix

Appendix A: Interview Topic List

Basic information and media behaviors

1. Please briefly introduce yourself (age, professional background, interests)

2. Can you briefly describe the main scope of your daily work and working years in Douyin?
3. What are the main channels you get information or entertainment in daily life?

4. What are the most frequently used applications on your cell phone?

5. Can you briefly describe what you do with different applications at different time ?
Douyin use

6. How do you usually use Douyin outside of work? (Browse /Interact/Post) Since when do

you start use Douyin?
7. How much time do you spend every day on Douyin (and other applications)?
8. What types of KOL or content do you follow? and how many accounts do you follow?

9. Which people or accounts do you generally interact with on Douyin? Do you also follow

or interact with them in other applications?

10. Have you posted anything on Douyin? What kind of content? Did you get followers
through them?

11. Can you list some of the techniques or methods you know to use Douyin?

12, In your work, what are the main aspects of Douyin that you work on? How does it
overlap with your daily use?

13.Do you use apps from Doujin’s competitors (Kuaishou, Red, Instagram)? Either at work

or in your daily life?
14. What are your main purposes and what do you get when you use Douyin?
15. Do you think the content recommended to you by Douyin is accurate?

16. Can you tell me the three points you are most satisfied with and the three points you are
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most dissatisfied with in the process of using Douyin?
Mechanisms and Controversies

17. People often say that time passes quickly when they watch short video content, do you

feel the same way? Do you think you are addicted to using Douyin?

18. Some people think that the popularity of short videos has enabled many people who

were previously “invisible” could create content, do you agree?

19. Some people criticize the content on short video platforms are fragmented, shallow or

over entertaining, do you feel this way?

20. Some people think that this kind of personalized content recommendation will create an

“echo chamber effect” that narrows views and interests, do you agree?

21. Some people think that through short videos you can also learn a lot and see different

lives, what do you think of this view?

22. Some people think that most short videos are imitations and have little originality, do

you agree?

23. Some people think that many SNS apps nowadays lack protection for users' data and

privacy and overuse of it, what do you think?

24. The slogan of Douyin is "record the beautiful life", how do you interpret this slogan

yourself?

25. More and more apps, such as Red, Kuaishou, and even WeChat have similar features.

How do you think of the difference with them?

26. Compared to other apps, what do you think is the most important feature of Douyin's

platform rules and mechanism?

27. Compared to other apps, what do you think is the most significant feature of the content

style on Douyin?
28. Do you think there is anything to criticize of Douyin?

29. Do you think there are any misunderstandings about Douyin?
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Identity perception
30. Have you had any changes in your work experience in Douyin?

31. How do you like your job? What is the most fulfilling thing you have accomplished

since working at Douyin?

32. Have you ever encountered some situations in your work where the work requirements

and your personal ideas contradict each other? How do you usually solve it?

33. Do you think you have any special features in the use of Douyin compared to ordinary
users because of your professional background?

34. Do you think you have any special features in using other apps compared to ordinary
users because of your professional background?

35. How do you explain your work to your friends or family? Would you recommend them

to use Douyin?
36. What do you think when there are criticisms to Douyin from outside?
37. Do you have any advice for us if we want to use Douyin better?

38. Social media is actually generating a lot of discussions nowadays. What do you think of
them from the perspective of practitioners? (addiction use, privacy, polarization of views,

fragmentation etc.)

39. How would you rank the following identities, Douyin's employees, Douyin's users, and

Douyin's creators?
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Appendix B: Informed Consent Form

CONSENT REQUEST FOR PARTICIPATING IN RESEARCH

FOR QUESTIONS ABOUT THE STUDY, CONTACT:
Qingyan Gao, 578334qg@student.eur.nl, +86 18501961516

DESCRIPTION

Youare invited to participate in a research about Media usage habits, industry views and
professional identity of short video media practitioners. The purpose of this study is to
understand the current development and trends of short video social media industry from the
perspective of professional practitioners, and to analyze the current discussions and
controversies of the industry. The researcher invites you to participate in the study and share
your media attitudes, thoughts and industry perspectives as a short video social media

practitioner.

Your acceptance to participate in this study means that you accept to be interviewed in

general terms,
® Your personal media usage habits

® Your views and opinions on the short video industry as a professional practitioner;
® Your identity perception issues in your work as a professional practitioner.

Unless you prefer that no recordings are made, | will audio recorder for the interview.You
are always free not to answer any particular question, and/or stop participating at any point.
If you believe that some questions may involve commercial secrets, you may request that
they not be answered. After the interview, you may also ask to correct or delete parts of your

anNSWErSs.

RISKS AND BENEFITS

As far as | can tell, there are no risks associated with participating in this research. To ensure
your privacy, | will not disclose any other identifying information about you such as your
name, occupation, etc. in the study, and I will use a digital code to ensure that you cannot be
identified. I will use the material from the interviews and my observation exclusively for

academic work, such as further research, academic meetings and publications.
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TIME INVOLVEMENT
Your participation in this study will take 45-60 minutes. You may interrupt your
participation at any time.

PAYMENTS

There will be no monetary compensation for your participation.

PARTICIPANTS’ RIGHTS

If you have decided to accept to participate in this project, please understand your
participation is voluntary and you have the right to withdraw your consent or discontinue
participation at any time without penalty. You have the right to refuse to answer particular
questions. If you prefer, your identity will be made known in all written data resulting from
the study. Otherwise, your individual privacy will be maintained in all published and written

data resulting from the study.

CONTACTS AND QUESTIONS

If you have questions about your rights as a study participant or are dissatisfied at any time
with any aspect of this study, you may contact —anonymously, you can always contact the
secretary of the ESHCC Ethics Review Board, Mrs. Linda Jansen, at

ethicsreview@eshcc.eur.nl.

SIGNING THE CONSENT FORM
If you sign this consent form, your signature will be the only documentation of your identity.
Thus, you DO NOT NEED to sign this form. In order to minimize risks and protect your

identity, you may prefer to consent orally. Your oral consent is sufficient.

| give consent to participate in this study and be audiotaped during this study:

Name Signature Date

This copy of the consent form is for you to keep.
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