
 

 

 

 

 

 

Exploring content creator incentives  
A qualitative case study on social media platform incentives for professional content 

creators 
 

 

  

 

 

Student Name: Giani Kasanmonadi 
Student Number: 467394 
 
Supervisor:   Drs. Matthijs Leendertse 
 
 
Master Media Studies - Media & Business 
Erasmus School of History, Culture and Communication 
Erasmus University Rotterdam 
 

 
Master's Thesis  
June 2023 

 
 

Word Count:  19.891 

 
 
 
 
 
  



 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 2 

EXPLORING CONTENT CREATOR INCENTIVES 

ABSTRACT 

This qualitative case study explores how social media platforms incentivize professional content 

creators by examining the incentives offered based on the four components of social media logic: 

programmability, datafication, popularity, and connectivity, with an additional focus on financial 

incentives. Using this theory of social media logic as a lens through which platform incentives are 

examined, this study applies a qualitative case study approach to analyze ten different social media 

platforms. Simultaneously, this methodological framework provides the opportunity of 

comprehensively understanding the features and options employed by social media platforms to 

stimulate content creation efforts while steering the behavior of the creators. The results of the 

study reveal significant findings pertaining to each component. Programmability emerges as a 

crucial aspect, empowering content creators by enabling profile customization and content 

strategizing. Through these customizable features, creators can share personal and brand-related 

information, facilitating audience connection and distinguishing their brands from others. This 

aspect of programmability not only allows for information dissemination but also serves to foster 

community building, as creators engage with audiences and form relationships. Popularity is 

employed to inform content creators on preferred actions through specific choices within platform 

architecture as welƭ ŀǎ ŀǊǘƛŎƭŜǎ ƘƛƎƘƭƛƎƘǘƛƴƎ ōŜǎǘ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜǎ ƳŀƪƛƴƎ ǳǎŜ ƻŦ ŎƻƴǘŜƴǘ ŎǊŜŀǘƻǊǎΩ ŀƛƳ ǘƻ 

attain visibility and achieve recognition. Next, through facilitating access to peers and audiences, 

connectivity fosters parasocial relationship building, collaboration and benchmarking tools, where 

data on other creators can be used as feedback for content optimization. Lastly, financial 

incentives, including sponsorships, donations, subscriptions, and revenue sharing, incentivize 

consistent content creation efforts and affective brand building on platforms. While providing 

sponsorships and acquiring donations from audiences allows creators to leverage their brands to 

form a consistent base of income, sponsorships and revenue sharing leaves creators vulnerable to 

platform control in order to generate revenue. The findings suggest that all four components play a 

ǊƻƭŜ ƛƴ ŎǊŜŀǘƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘƛƴƎ ƛƴŎŜƴǘƛǾŜǎ ǘƻ ǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƻƴŀƭ ŎƻƴǘŜƴǘ ŎǊŜŀǘƻǊǎΦ IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ŀǎ ŎǊŜŀǘƻǊǎΩ 

objectives for brand strengthening and content monetization increases, dependency of these 

incentives may limit creators' freedom in decision-making. The practical implications of this study 

therefore include using the findings to inform content strategy mapping, improving algorithmic 

literacy, and aiding strategic decision-making and audience engagement in social media. By 

understanding how platforms incentivize content creators, professionals in the digital media 

industry can navigate and optimize their efforts effectively.  

KEYWORDS: social media platforms, content creators, social media logic, incentives, 

professionalization 
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1. Introduction 

1.1 Social media platforms for content creation 

The emergence of social media platforms in the early 2000s with platforms like MySpace 

and Friendster (Wilkinson & Thelwall, 2010) seems very different from the current digital 

landscape. Still, it's their ability to connect people digitally through user-friendly interfaces that 

allow for content to be shared, lead to a global paradigm shift in communication and social 

interaction that is blatant characteristic of current social media platforms. As social media platforms 

became increasingly accessible for the general public, its impact on information sharing entailed the 

inanity of traditional media channels for communication to be transmitted and consumed through,  

(±ŀƴ 5ƛƧŎƪΣ нлмоύΦ !ŘŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭƭȅΣ ǘƘƛǎ ǎƘƛŦǘ ǘƻǿŀǊŘ ŀ ΨŎƻƴǾŜǊƎŜƴŎŜ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŜΩ ƳŜŀƴǘ ǘƘŀǘ ǳǎŜǊǎ 

transitioned from being mere consumers of content to being creators that simultaneously shape 

the production and consumption of media (Jenkins, 2006). The evolution of content creation on 

social media platforms has thus witnessed a significant shift from personal expression to 

professional engagement, including both individual creativity and brand communication. Initially, 

social media served as a space for individuals to express themselves, sharing personal updates, 

thoughts, and experiences (Marwick & Boyd, 2011). However, as social media platforms grew in 

popularity and sophistication, they also became fruitful ground for brand expression, allowing 

businesses to engage with their target audience and build brand identity.    

 Additionally, social media platforms provided a space for creatives to showcase their work 

and reach a wider audience as opposed to offline, where these creators leverage their 

communication into similar business-oriented practices (Poell et al., 2017). The growth and 

diversification of content creation on social media were facilitated by the expanding possibilities 

and features offered by these platforms, empowering users to produce various genres of content 

while professionalizing their efforts. As a result, creators with significant followings and the ability 

ǘƻ ŎǊŜŀǘŜ ŎŀǇǘƛǾŀǘƛƴƎ ŎƻƴǘŜƴǘ ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŎƻƳŜ ǇǊƻƳƛƴŜƴǘ ΨƛƴŦƭǳŜƴŎŜǊǎΩΣ ƭŜǾŜǊŀƎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭ ōǊŀƴŘ 

to attain brand recognition and garner revenue (Ouvrein et al., 2021). This shift has turned social 

media platforms into a significant source of income for these creators, enabling them to monetize 

their content and build sustainable careers. As a result, professional content creators now hold 

power as media makers, shaping narratives, influencing trends, and setting cultural agendas. 

Besides garnering business acumen, creators can reach and engage with a large and dedicated 

audience, effectively becoming digital tastemakers and opinion leaders (Arriagada & Bishop, 2021). 
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1.2 Academic relevance and research questions 

wŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ƛƳǇƭƛŎŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ƳŜŘƛŀ ǇƭŀǘŦƻǊƳǎΩ ǎƻŎƛŜǘŀƭ ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴŎŜ ǘȅǇƛŎŀƭƭȅ ŦƻŎǳǎŜǎ ƻƴ 

socio-political contexts (Al-Rawi, 2018; Enli & Simonsen, 2016; Hermida & Mellado, 2020). Platform 

studies also focus on how digital platforms facilitate the online/offline hybridization of professions 

(Muntaner, 2018; Churchill & Craig, 2019), leaving room to examine socio-economic implications 

for professionals for whom digital content creation is their main vocation. Additionally, when 

studying the affordances of social media, it is examined through the perspective of the general user 

ό5ΩƘŜŜǊΣ нлмуύΣ ǿƛǘƘ ƛƴǎǳŦŦƛŎƛŜƴǘ ŦƻŎǳǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǿŀȅǎ ǇƭŀǘŦƻǊƳǎ ǳǎŜ ǘƘƛǎ ǎŀƳŜ ƭƻƎƛŎ ǘƻ ǎǇŜŎƛŦƛŎŀƭƭȅ 

influence content creators. It also devotes focus on the implications of these affordances on the 

ǊŜŎŜƛǾƛƴƎ ŜƴŘ ό/ŀōƛŘŘǳ Ŝǘ ŀƭΦΣ нлмпύ ƻǊ Ƙƻǿ ǳǎŜǊǎ ŀŘŀǇǘ ǘƻ ŀ ǇƭŀǘŦƻǊƳΩǎ ƳŜŎƘŀƴƛǎƳǎΣ ŦƻŎǳǎŜŘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ 

experience of said user (Georgakopoulou, 2015). Van Dijck, Nieborg and Poell (2019) already 

highlight the impact of platformization on content producers specifically, which in turn only proves 

the necessity for a study on how these specific ways of impacting content creators come about. 

Although research is conducted on the design of social media platforms and the influence it has on 

ǳǎŜǊǎΩ ŀƎŜƴŎȅΣ ŦƻŎǳǎ ŀƴ ƛƴǾŜǎǘƛƎŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƻǿŀǊŘǎ ŎǊŜŀǘƻǊǎ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ȅƛŜƭŘ ŦƛƴŘƛƴƎǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜ ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘ ƻƴ 

how this specific subgroup of social media users are targeted. (Lukoff et al., 2021). What all these 

examples highlight, is the necessity for research to be conducted on social media platforms and 

their modes of incentivizing content creators. Although research has been devoted on the 

mechanical aspect of platform configurations as well as the societal impact of platform use on 

consumers and creators, concentrating on the incentives that are produced and presented to 

creators across platforms allows for the potential manipulation of creators to be understood 

holistically. This can therefore provide valuable insights into the mechanisms through which these 

platforms encourage and support professional content creation, while simultaneously contributing 

to the understanding of how these specific incentives offered by social media platforms to steer 

creators that rely on digital platforms as their primary vocation.  

Therefore, the following research question was constructed to explore this established 

phenomenon: How do social media platforms employ incentives to stimulate professional content 

creators? As Munzel and Kunz (2014) distinguish between casual users, lurkers and creators, the 

deliberate decision was made to focus on incentives for social media platform creators. This choice 

provides a clear focal point through which the mechanisms and strategies employed by platforms 

to incentivize content creation can be examined within the context of professional content 

creators. The focus on incentives provides ground for this research to delve into the successful 

nature of creator-platform connections, rather than exploring affordances without considering how 

they are presented as relevant. 
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Using the notion of social media logic informing the ways in which social media platforms 

operate and affordances are composed (Van Dijck & Poell, 2013), four subquestions related to the 

four components of social media logic have been constructed to subdivide the focus of the research 

question. As Chapter 2 explicates previous research that highlights the impact of programmability 

on creators within social media platforms (Kang & Marwick; 2013, Sundar, 2016; Lomborg & 

Bechmann, 2014; Tomaschek, 2022; Duffy et al., 2021), the first sub-question is: How do social 

media platforms use programmability to incentivize professional content creators? Secondly, with 

research indicating that datafication has an influence on professional content creators (Livingstone, 

2019; Ayodeji & Kumar, 2019; Bishop, 2021; Oeldorf-Hirsch & Neubaum, 2021; Yang et al., 2022), 

the second sub-question is: How do social media platforms use datafication to incentivize 

professional content creators? Thirdly, as it has been illustrated that popularity shapes decisions 

made by creators on social media platforms (Deterding et al., 2011; Hoiles et al., 2017; Szazi et al., 

2018; Petre et al., 2019; Su et al., 2020; Weismuller & Harrigan, 2021), the third subquestion is: 

How do social media platforms use popularity to incentivize professional content creators? Fourthly, 

with connectivity being relevant in shaping the contexts in which content creators execute their 

efforts on social media platforms (Hamaski, 2009; Katona et al., 2011; Wu et al., 2019; Wong et al., 

2021; Vrontis et al., 2021), the fourth subquestion is How do social media platforms use 

connectivity to incentivize professional content creators? Lastly, an additional fifth sub-question was 

constructed, as Chapter 2 shows the impact of financial incentives on professional content creators 

(Parkinson, 2019; Wohn et al., 2019; Kim & Kim; Bonifacia & Wohn, 2020; Soegoto & Semesta, 

2018; Kopf, 2020; Tabares, 2019) making it relevant for this research. Therefore, the fifth and last 

subquestion is: How are professional content creators financially incentivized on social media 

platforms? 

1.3 Societal relevance         

.ŜǎƛŘŜǎ ǘƘƛǎ ǎǘǳŘȅΩǎ contribution to the understanding of social media platforms and the 

expansion of existing knowledge in platform research, the social relevance of the research can be 

understood as providing a framework for content creators to understand the ways in which their 

practices are both enabled and manipulated by the configurations of these platforms. As this 

research focuses on professional content creators, the main findings of this research can therefore 

be used to improve upon professional strategic behavior, as this research aims to uncover the role 

those digital platforms play in the current economy of digital content creators specifically. When 

this influence is considered, professional creators are provided with a critical lens through which 

practices of digital platforms can be understood. In times where the ways in which digital platforms 
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ƻǇŜǊŀǘŜ ŀǊŜ ƻŦǘŜƴ ǎŜŜƴ ŀǎ ŀ ΨōƭŀŎƪ ōƻȄΩ ǿƛǘƘ ƻōǎŎǳǊŜ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǳƴǘǊŀƴǎǇŀǊŜƴǘ ƳŜŎƘŀƴƛǎƳǎΣ ǘƘƛǎ 

research becomes particularly relevant.  

1.4 Thesis structure overview 

With the aim of answering the posed research question and aforementioned subquestions 

in a structured manner, this thesis is logically structured in chapters that highlight different phases 

of the research process. First, Chapter 2 contains a literature review where the relevant concepts 

related to the research questions are critically reviewed. This review is then used to inform the 

conceptual model. Next, Chapter 3 provides an overview of the methodological approach that is 

taken for this research. It also illustrates the case study template through which the theoretical 

conceptual model is operationalized, so as to ensure reliability and validity of the investigation. 

Furthermore, the chapter focuses on the justification of decisions made regarding the research 

method of a qualitative comparative case study. Chapter 4 presents the results stemming from the 

analyzed data, organized and categorized according to the case study template, which serves as a 

structuring model for this section. This approach enables a systematic presentation of the findings, 

providing a comprehensive understanding of the research outcomes. Finally, the research 

concludes with a discussion of the findings and its theoretical as well as practical implications, 

whereafter the limitations of the research are discussed and suggestions are made for future 

research. 
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2. Theoretical Framework 

In this chapter, present studies and theories are introduced and reviewed concerning the 

key concepts of the thesis subject. The subchapters focus on the conceptualization of a platform 

and its content creators, as well as the components that make up social media logic and the types 

of affordances that can be found on social media platforms. Eventually, the reviewed literature is 

synthesized in a conceptual framework that serves as the groundwork for this study.  

2.1 Defining social media platforms 

It is essential to establish what can be considered as a platform to make sense of the 

specific role that social media platforms have in professional content. As the notion of platforms in 

communication and media technology studies is rather broad, this subchapter conceptualizes the 

key characteristics of a social media platform by delving into the fundamental elements that 

distinguish it from other digital platforms. Finally, this section investigates the notion of 

professional content creators as divergent from casual users or audiences. This provides a focal 

point that addresses the specific types of activity that make up professional content creation on 

social media platforms. 

2.1.1 Platforms 

Discussing online platforms for content creators begins with asking to what degree a 

platform allows for any interactions to take place. Boyd and Ellison (2007) defined the concept of 

social networking sites (SNS) as a digital environment where one can create a public profile, 

manage a pool of users with which one is connected and engage with both their own and other 

ǳǎŜǊǎΩ ǇƻƻƭǎΦ 9ǾŜƴ ǘƘƻǳƎƘ ǘƘƛǎ ŘŜŦƛƴƛǘƛƻƴ Ƙighlights the prevalence of interpersonal activities in the 

digital realm, the ability to communicate and form relationships seems to be largely under looked in 

defining social media platforms as SNSs (Carr & Hayes, 2014). Additionally, attempting to create an 

ŀŎŀŘŜƳƛŎŀƭƭȅ ŜȄƘŀǳǎǘƛǾŜ ŘŜŦƛƴƛǘƛƻƴ ǘŀƪŜǎ ŀǿŀȅ ǘƘŜ ǊƻƭŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǳǎŜǊǎΩ ǇŜǊŎŜǇǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭ 

experience plays when considering a digital platform to be social. Platforms that can be considered 

ΨǎƻŎƛŀƭ ƳŜŘƛŀΩ are perceived as such through various reasons, such as the marketing and branding of 

a platform or social psychological factors (Rhee et al., 2021). Here, the distinction between social 

media platforms and digital platforms becomes vital, as the concept of digital platforms could more 

broadly pertain to digital atmospheres for business operations to be carried out on, such as 

!ŀƳŀȊƻƴ ƻǊ !ǇǇƭŜΩǎ !ǇǇ {ǘƻǊŜ (Parker, Van Alstyne and Choudary, 2016; Drewel et al, 2021). 

Therefore, providing a definition for social media platform should not focus on providing a holistic 

explanation of what all online platforms are. Instead, defining the key features of social media 
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platforms should focus specifically on understanding the communicative properties and social 

dynamics made possible through online platforms.  

Bayer et al. (2020) build upon the dynamicity of social media platforms, as they believe that 

ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦȅƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŜƭŜƳŜƴǘǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƳŀƪŜ ǳǇ ŀ ǇƭŀǘŦƻǊƳΩǎ ŀǾŀƛƭŀōƭŜ ŦŜŀǘǳǊŜǎ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜ a baseline which can 

be used for socio-psychological research of social media use. The first identified element is the 

ΨǇǊƻŦƛƭŜ ŜƭŜƳŜƴǘΩΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ǊŜŦŜǊǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ƻŦ ǳǎŜǊǎ ǘƻ ŎǊŜŀǘŜ ǇŜǊǎƻƴŀǎΣ ŘƛǎŎƭƻǎŜ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ ŀōƻǳǘ 

their personal identity and access ƻǘƘŜǊΩǎ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴΦ .ȅ ǇǊƻǾƛŘƛƴƎ ƻǇǇƻǊǘǳƴƛǘƛŜǎ ǘƻ ǎƘŀǊŜ ǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭ 

photos or disclosing information about oneself, social media platforms allow for selective self-

ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘŀǘƛƻƴ ό{ƘǳǘŀƭŜǾŀ Ŝǘ ŀƭΦΣ нлннύΦ ¢ƘŜ ΨƴŜǘǿƻǊƪ ŜƭŜƳŜƴǘΩ ƛǎ ǘƘŜƴ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜŘ ŀǎ ǇǊƻǾƛŘƛƴƎ ŀn 

interface on which users can engage with other profiles available on the platform. As much as 

digital platforms are used to disseminate content for audiences to consume, the ability for users to 

engage with each other and form relationships are deemed as intrisinic for a digital platform to be 

successful (Myers et al., 2014). 

 ¢ƘŜ ǘƘƛǊŘ ΨǎǘǊŜŀƳ ŜƭŜƳŜƴǘΩ ǇŜǊǘŀƛƴǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǇǊŜǎŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ ŀ Ŧƭƻǿ ƻŦ ŎƻƴǘŜƴǘ ǘƘŀǘ ƭŀȅǎ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ 

heart of the platform, which contains information accessible to all users. Platforms such as 

CŀŎŜōƻƻƪ ŀƴŘ ¢ƛƪ¢ƻƪ Ŏƻƴǘŀƛƴ ŀ ΨŦŜŜŘΩ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŘƛǎǇƭŀȅǎ ŎƻƴǘŜƴǘ ŦǊƻƳ ŎǊŜŀǘƻǊǎ ōŀǎŜŘ ƻƴ ŎǊƛǘŜǊƛŀ όi.e., 

must be following or must have liked similar content). Where the stream of content becomes a 

ǇƛǾƻǘŀƭ ŜƭŜƳŜƴǘ ƛǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŘŜƎǊŜŜ ǘƻ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǇƭŀǘŦƻǊƳǎΩ ŎƻƴǘŜƴǘ ǾŀǊƛŜǎ ƛƴ ƭƛǾŜƴŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǎȅƴŎƘǊƻƴƛŎƛǘȅ 

(Steiger et al., 2016). Additionally, platforms such as Instagram and Twitter contain ways of 

ΨǊŜƘŀǎǎƛƴƎΩ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ ŀǎ ǎƘŀǊƛƴƎ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǳǎŜǊǎΩ ŎƻƴǘŜƴǘ ǿƛǘƘ ŀŘŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǊŜƳŀǊƪǎΣ ƪƴƻǿƴ ŀǎ story, 

ǊŜǇƻǎǘǎ ŀƴŘ ǊŜǘǿŜŜǘǎ ǊŜǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜƭȅΦ [ŀǎǘƭȅΣ ǘƘŜ ΨƳŜǎǎŀƎŜΩ ŜƭŜƳŜƴǘ ǇŜǊǘŀƛƴǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ǘƻ ǎŜƴŘ 

messages to users as well as complete audiences on social media platforms. The study claim that 

this component particularly distinguishes social media platforms from media broadcasting, as it is 

this element that allows for private and individual relationships to take place outside of audƛŜƴŎŜǎΩ 

reach. Additionally, the integration of the messaging possibilities is different across platforms, with 

Facebook having their own app (Facebook Messenger) and Instagram integrating the feature in the 

platform (Direct messaging or DM). 

Although the four emergent theories from Bayer et al. (2020) exemplify key features of 

social media with a focus on casual users, the objective of professional content creators to entice 

these users makes the theory suitable to incorporate in social media platform research relating to 

professional content creators. However, to provide a more comprehensive understanding of social 

media platforms, it is valuable to incorporate the theory of social media logic (Van Dijck & Poell, 

2013). This theory delves into the underlying principles that govern the design and operation of 

social media platforms, shedding light on the intricate interplay of programmability, datafication, 

popularity and connectivity between technology, creators, and content. By integrating the theory of 
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social media logic into the typology proposed by Bayer et al. (2020), researchers can gain a deeper 

understanding of digital platforms, encompassing both the user-centric theories and the underlying 

logics that drive platform creation and operation. This integration has been recognized in 

communication and media research, where the framework has been successfully applied to 

examine the impact of platforms on social relationships (Brown et al., 2022), understand the key 

features of digital communication technologies (Brown & Lewis, 2021), and conceptualize social 

media for research in platform affordances (Sajtos et al., 2022). Consequently, the typology by 

Bayer et al. (2020) combined with the theory of social media logic provides a robust foundation for 

defining and comprehending the multifaceted nature of social media platforms, making it 

appropriate for this thesis to focus on this distinction. 

2.1.2 Content creators 

When researching possible incentives and injunctions for professional content creation on 

social media platforms, it is imperative to distinguish the creators from all other users. However, 

with digital platforms being as accessible and user-friendly as they are, this distinction can be rather 

ŎƘŀƭƭŜƴƎƛƴƎΦ aǳƴȊŜƭ ŀƴŘ YǳƴȊ όнлмпύ ŘƛǾƛŘŜ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭǎΩ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǘȅ ƻƴ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ƳŜŘƛŀ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜ 

distinction between lurkers, creators and multipliers. They claim that these three archetypes 

highlight distinctive patterns ƛƴ ŘƛƎƛǘŀƭ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ƛƴǘŜǊŀŎǘƛƻƴǎΣ ǿƛǘƘ ƭǳǊƪŜǊǎ ōŜƛƴƎ ŀŎǘƛǾŜ ǳǎŜǊǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŘƻƴΩǘ 

create their own content, creators being users that both interact and create and multipliers sharing 

content on platforms which do not originate from their own personal profiles. As this typology, 

however, considers all users that create content to have similar digital behavioral patterns, an 

opportunity resides as to further specify professional content creation from casual activity. The 

concept of influencers already separates the leisurely from the dexterous content creation efforts, 

as influencers use all kinds of digital platforms to reach a specific target audience and attempt to tie 

them to their brand personality (Ouvrein et al., 2021). Here, the presence of a crowd of users 

combined with the active pursuit of earning revenue on social media platforms gives insight into 

what separates a content creator from a casual user. 

Still, platforms such as YouTube provide additional possibilities for casual users and 

amateur content creators to earn money by producing videos resulting in the concept of 

professional amateurs: Hobbyist creators who gained the ability to generate revenue with their 

content through partnerships and advertising (Tabares, 2019). This shift meant the emergence of a 

new type of creator who does not need active ambitions to professionalize their efforts in order to 

gain opportunities to make that happen. Where some creators set out to generate revenue from 

the jump, others increase their activity and strategic creation efforts when commercialization 

becomes feasible (de Veirman et al., 2020) In turn, current creators on social media platforms exist 
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as a mixed labor force between complete professionals and ones that simply reap what is given to 

sow (dos Santos, 2021).  

Considering these facets of professionalization and focused efforts to build and maintain a 

brand, Cunningham and Craig (2019) came up with a definition of creators which encompasses all 

ŀōƻǾŜ ƳŜƴǘƛƻƴŜŘ ŦŀŎǘƻǊǎΥ ά/ƻƳƳŜǊŎƛŀƭƛȊƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƻƴŀƭƛȊƛƴƎ ƴative social media users who 

generate and circulate original content to incubate, promote, and monetize their own media brand 

ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ƳŀƧƻǊ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ƳŜŘƛŀ ǇƭŀǘŦƻǊƳǎ ŀǎ ǿŜƭƭ ŀǎ ƻŦŦƭƛƴŜΦέ όǇΦ тлύΦ Lƴ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǿƻǊŘǎΣ ōŜǎƛŘŜǎ ƎŜƴŜǊŀǘƛƴƎ 

revenue directly through media content, creators possess the ability to leverage their online brand 

and gain opportunities for offline engagements such as brand collaborations, live events, and 

merchandise sales (Baym, 2021). It is thought that the methods and strategies creators on social 

media platforms differs in terms of the degree of professionalization, yet very frequently have the 

objective of either generating revenue directly through the platform or derived from built up brand 

equity (Uttarapong et al., 2022; Zabel, 2023). Defining professional content creators as producers of 

content with a commercial objective also helps distinguish what changes in a platform are relevant 

to these creators specifically, as changes in user experience may be less significant for casual users 

as opposed to creators who derive revenue from their personal brand and overall activity on social 

media platforms (Arriagada & Ibáñez, 2020). 

2.2 Affordances 

For content creators, social media platforms are the metaphorical main stage. However, it 

is the infrastructure of a platform that dictates who gets the microphone, as well as what sound is 

being amplified. As this process is not unidirectional, the technology must be interpreted by its 

users, and imposed practices can be technologically counteracted by the platform itself. Through 

the concept of affordances, it can be understood how those technological features take part in the 

content creation process and how these are interpreted. Van Dijck and Poell (2013) therefore speak 

of the mutual shaping of information flow, with technological affordances being the component 

linked with the organization of digital platforms through data and coded information. The flipside of 

the coin is then made up by the concept of human, which is concerned with the power that resides 

ƛƴ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭǎΩ ǳǎŀƎŜ ƻŦ ǘŜŎƘƴƻƭƻƎƛŜǎΣ ǘƘŀǘ ŀƭƭƻǿǎ ǘƘŜƳ ǘƻ ŜƛǘƘŜǊ ŎƻƳǇƭȅ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ǎŜǘ ǇŀǊŀƳŜǘŜǊǎ ƻŦ 

a platform or contest its set boundaries with their actions. While creators strive to remain popular, 

the platform must also prioritize content and interactions that enhance engagement and align with 

its financial objectives. TƘƛǎ ōƛƭŀǘŜǊŀƭƛǘȅ ƻŦ ŘƛƎƛǘŀƭ ǇƭŀǘŦƻǊƳǎΩ ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳƳŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ǿƛƭƭ ōŜ ŦǳǊǘƘŜǊ 

expounded through the exploration of platform affordances for creators. 
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2.2.1 Affordances theory 

Gibson (1979) presented the idea of affordances as a concept which explains phenomena in 

ecological psychology. His work showed particular interest in understanding the way that organisms 

interacted with their physical atmosphere, hoping to provide context to the psychological behavior 

of intelligent entities. With this came the conceptualization of affordances as the presented 

possibilities for potential courses of action available to organisms. Gibson (1979) argues that 

άǘƘŜ affordances of the environment are what it offers the animal, what it provides or furnishes, 

either for gƻƻŘ ƻǊ ƛƭƭέ όǇΦ мнтύΦ wŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ƻƴ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ ǘŜŎƘƴƻƭƻƎƛŜǎ ƭŀǘŜǊ ŜǎǇƻǳǎŜŘ ŀŦŦƻǊŘŀƴŎŜǎ ŀǎ 

they related to the technological implications for its users (Kennewell, 2001; Conole & Dyke, 2004).  

Closely related to this thinking is the technology affordance and constraint theory (TACT), 

which highlights the interplay between societal customs and technological attributes in expediting 

certain activities while limiting others (Majchrzak & Markus, 2012). TACT has been applied to 

examine self-presentation on digital media in relation to what presentational practices are made 

possible (DeVito, Birnholtz and Hancock, 2017). Additionally, the effects of affordances and 

constraints have been examined in terms of their role in planned dissemination of online content 

(dos Santos Jr., Lycarião & de Aquino, 2019). What thus becomes evident is the prominent role 

affordances play in their active influence of content creation, with the possibilities of actors being 

directly affected by these affordances, even as they vary per platform (Autio et al., 2018). Bucher 

and Helmond (2017) distinguish different variations in platform affordances, with this theoretical 

framework dedicating particular attention to the taxonomy of technological, social and perceived or 

imagined affordances.  

2.2.2 Technological affordances 

On social media platforms, content creation is guided and dictates the nature of activities 

made possible (Bucher & Helmond, 2017) The concept of technological affordances thus gives 

insight into the technical properties of a platform that frame the context of content creation 

through what is made possible and what is restricted. Technological affordances determine the 

mechanics of possibility on social media platforms, as they are the features that allow for the 

distribution of content as well as the gathering of information for content optimization (Postigo, 

2016). The features of a platform provide users and creators with a framework through which 

communication can be funneled (Treem & Leonardi, 2013). One example of this is the notion of 

ΨƭƛƪŜǎΩ ǇǊƻǾƛŘƛƴƎ ŎǊŜŀǘƻǊǎ ǘƘŜ ŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ǘƻ ōǳƛƭŘ ŀŦŦŜŎǘƛǾŜ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇǎ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǳǎŜǊǎΩ ŜƴƎŀƎŜƳŜƴǘ ǿƛǘƘ 

content, whereas restrains on the length of texts on Twitter favors direct communication of short 

information or personal fleets of thoughts over long form textual content (Siegert et al., 2020). 

However, one should not address technological affordances through their possibilities, they should 
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also be examined in terms of their potential to withdraw actions. With social media platforms also 

ǇƻǎǎŜǎǎƛƴƎ ŦŜŀǘǳǊŜǎ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ΨǳƴŦƻƭƭƻǿƛƴƎΩΣ ǳƴƭƛƪƛƴƎ ŀ Ǉƻǎǘ ƻǊ ŘŜƭŜǘƛƴƎ ŎƻƳƳŜƴǘǎΣ ƛǘ ƛǎ ŀǊƎǳŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ 

ŦŜŀǘǳǊŜǎ ŀƭƭƻǿƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǿƛǘƘŘǊŀǿŀƭ ƻŦ ǎǘŜǇǎ Ŏŀƴ ƳŀƪŜ ǳǇ ŀǎ ƳǳŎƘ ƻŦ ŀ ŎǊŜŀǘƻǊΩǎ ǇǊŜŦŜǊŜƴŎŜ ŦƻǊ ŀ 

platform as features that encourage content creation (Weller, 2017). 

Not only do such technological affordances impact how content creators communicate on 

platforms, as they also form their overall experience. The way in which a platform is configured, 

influences the extent to which content is made available to other users, independent of the 

temporal context in which a content creator has published (Kaun & Stiernstedt, 2014). Besides this, 

infrastructural tools such as a search bar, hashtags and rubrics based on topics provide users with 

infrastructural tools to access specific content of their interest (Karamalak, Kalbaska & Cantoni, 

2021). The visibility of content is then entrusted to the platform configurations, leaving little room 

for influence on the creator once their efforts are published online (Poell, Nieborg & Duffy, 2021). 

The technical properties of digital platforms additionally determine the audiences that are 

accessible to content creators. Preferences of certain digital platforms over others were found to 

be contingent to the modes of interaction that are available to users, specifically in the case of 

preferring visual imagery over textual content (Shane-Simpson et al., 2018). Furthermore, the 

ability of content creators to achieve commercial success is partially dictated by technical 

affordances, as changes in the configurations of platforms force creators to modify their creation 

efforts to keep audiences attracted but also retain a competitive advantage over other creators 

(Arriagada & Ibáñez, 2020). 

2.2.3 Social affordances 

Social affordances describe the ways in which platforms allow for participation in social 

practices (Schmidt, 2007). Changes in society are made possible through a particular technology, 

such as the invention of the telephone facilitating interaction, which changed the role of 

geographical proximity in social engagement and helped reshape the concept of distance (Postigo, 

2016). Where technological affordances provide information on what kind of activity is made 

possible, social affordances explore the prospects of shaping interpersonal connections and the 

dynamics of social practices. Platforms provide opportunities for fostering relationships and 

strengthening communities, as the options for person-to-person communication and open-access 

content distribution close geographical gaps and lower the barrier of cultural participation (Valenti 

& Gold, 1991; Sutcliffe et al., 2011). An essential factor of social media platforms is the extent to 

which they afford the process of social meaning-making to occur, as users attribute different modes 

of identity presentation to specific platforms (Boczkowski & Mitchelstein, 2018). In this case, 

content creators also engage in self-presentational activities according to the structure that is 
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ŘƛŎǘŀǘŜŘ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ŀ ǇƭŀǘŦƻǊƳΩǎ ŦŜŀǘǳǊŜǎΦ The construction of the self as well as the other is therefore 

facilitated through these platforms and their features, with creators presenting themselves 

ŦŀǾƻǊŀōƭȅ ǘƻ ŀǘǘǊŀŎǘ ŀǳŘƛŜƴŎŜǎ ŀƴŘ Ƴŀƛƴǘŀƛƴ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǊƛǘȅ όaŜǊǳƴƪƻǾł ϧ ~ƭŜǊƪŀΣ нлмфύΦ .ȅ ǇŀǊǘŀƪƛƴƎ ƛƴ 

these self-branding activities, content creators additionally find themselves in a dance of self-

monitoring to maintain their image towards other users on a platform (Duffy & Pooley, 2017). 

Besides communicating personal identity and a creator brand, social affordances of digital 

platforms allow for audiences to feel closely connected to content creators. Just as contemporary 

ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛŎŀǘƛƻƴ ǘŜŎƘƴƻƭƻƎƛŜǎ ƘŀǾŜ ƳŀŘŜ ƛǘ ǇƻǎǎƛōƭŜ ŦƻǊ Ŧŀƴǎ ǘƻ ƎŜǘ ŀ ŎƭƻǎŜǊ ΨŦŜŜƭΩ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƛŘƻƭǎΣ 

digital content platforms allow for audiences to actively engage with their admired creators as well 

as other users with similar interests (Galuszka, 2015; Bury, 2017). Social media platforms can 

therefore also be thought of as affording community building with online fandoms (Galuszka, 2015). 

Through these platforms, content creators can form relationships with users that might not be 

realized physically yet have strong emotional impact on the individual (Baek, Bae & Jang, 2013). 

This idea of parasocial relationships can additionally affect aǳŘƛŜƴŎŜǎΩ ōǊŀƴŘ ǘǊǳǎǘ ŀƴŘ ǇǳǊŎƘŀǎŜ 

intention when considering endorsements and brand partnerships (Leite & Baptista, 2021).  

2.3 Social media logic 

To understand a platform is to understand the logic through which it operates. For media 

technologies, the notion of media logic provides a framework to understand the ways in which 

traditional media could be understood as an entity shaping institutions (Altheide & Snow, 1992). 

Hjarvard (2008) further illustrated the importance of media for society, referring to the 

phenomenon of mediatization as the interplay of influence between media and socio-cultural 

institutions. However, the distinctive nature of social media technologies resulted in the concept of 

media logic being outdated, as social media brought about the possibility of user-generated content 

and the digital maintenance of mutual relationships. Van Dijck and Poell (2013) therefore explain 

the modus operandi of contemporary media technologies through social media logic. They highlight 

four components that drive social media and the way they can be understood, namely 

programmability, datafication, popularity and connectivity. Platform research has embraced the 

theory of social media logic wholly, applying it to various studies of the functionality and 

implications of platforms. Research regarding the way Facebook is used to structure social 

ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇǎ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊ ±ŀƴ 5ƛƧŎƪ ŀƴŘ tƻŜƭƭΩǎ όнлмоύ ǿƻǊƪ ǘƻ ōe vital in understanding the 

interlocking of social practices with platform infrastructures (Pangrazio, 2017). Similarly, Szulc 

(2019) adapted the model to research individual users and their practices on digital platforms.  
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2.3.1 Programmability 

Programmability refers to the management of content being created and presented online, 

which can be done actively by platform owners or passively through the features of a social media 

platform. In other words, social media platforms contain programmable components that can be 

manipulated by users as well as the platform itself. Social media platforms allow its creators a great 

deal of customization options, from choosing a username to uploading a profile picture and 

providing biographical information on a profile (Marwick, 2013). As such, the creator is allowed an 

experience that is programmed to their own personal preference. This personal configuration of 

the platform journey continues through the possibilities for creating and distributing content. 

Depending on the technological affordances provided on a platform, creators can make their own 

content directly from platforms or use features such as filters, hashtags and other editing 

components to further customize their content (Kang & Sundar, 2016). What makes social media 

platforms even more programmable, is its integration of Application Programming Interfaces (APIs). 

With API integrations, creators gain various opportunities to streamline their content workflow and 

keep track of relevant data pertaining to the performance of their content or their ŀǳŘƛŜƴŎŜΩǎ 

engagement with their profiles (Lomborg & Bechmann, 2014).  

However, even though the programmability of social media provides opportunities for 

creators to monitor their content creation efforts, it simultaneously poses the challenge of 

Ŏƻƴǘƛƴǳƻǳǎ ŀŘŀǇǘŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ƳŜŘƛŀ ǇƭŀǘŦƻǊƳǎΩ ŜǾŜǊ-changing configurations. As social media 

platforms are highly programmable, the addition as well as subtraction of platform features calls for 

the ability to create content that can accommodate vast changes in how content is distributed or 

even made. One recent example is that of Instagram changing from a platform mainly used for 

sharing photos to one where videographic content seems to be the norm (Tomaschek, 2022). 

Besides the need for content to be distinct and tied to a personal brand, creators are additionally 

expected to be able to adapt the content to the changing platform configurations constantly (Duffy 

et al., 2021) 

2.3.2 Datafication 

Datafication denotes the way information about content, creators and audiences allow for 

the quantification of platform ecosystems. As social media platforms are highly programmable, the 

amount of data that is obtained is subsequently used to inform creators on the available 

oppƻǊǘǳƴƛǘƛŜǎ ǘƻ ƻǇǘƛƳƛȊŜ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŎƻƴǘŜƴǘ ŎǊŜŀǘƛƻƴ ŜŦŦƻǊǘǎΦ 5ǳŜ ǘƻ ǇƭŀǘŦƻǊƳǎΩ ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳƳŀōƛƭƛǘȅΣ 

audiences and their responses to content can be converted into data points that provide 

information on the reception of content (Livingstone, 2019). This gives creators opportunities to 

strategize their content creation efforts and systematically apply the information to grow their 
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audience (Yang et al., 2022). Creators on social media platforms are therefore encouraged to 

engage in highly data-driven decision making, ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ǎǳŎŎŜǎǎ ƻŦ ƻƴŜΩǎ ŎƻƴǘŜƴǘ ōŜŎƻƳŜǎ ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎƛƴƎƭȅ 

reliant on the monitoring of social media analytics (Ayodeji & Kumar, 2019; Bishop, 2021).  

Not only does datafication involve the ways in which creators can improve their content, it 

is also an integral part of the configuration of content streams. The curation of social media feeds is 

highly informed by data on audience reception, which is automated by the means of various 

algorithms (DeVito, 2017). Therefore, the datafication of social media platforms does not solely 

involve the opportunities provided for creators to monitor their content, as it also dictates the ways 

in which their content is distributed. This means that for a creator to gain success on a platform, it 

is considered crucial to be aware ƻǊ ΨŀƭƎƻǊƛǘƘƳƛŎŀƭƭȅ ƭƛǘŜǊŀǘŜΩ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƘŀǘ 

platforms use to make content available to audiences. (Oeldorf-Hirsch & Neubaum, 2021). 

2.3.3 Popularity 

Popularity in social media logic refers to the extent to which content is consumed by and 

engaged with by audiences. Technological features such as likes, shares, and reposts reflect how 

popular individual pieces of content are (Hoiles et al., 2017; Su et al., 2020), whereas the visibility of 

ŀ ŎǊŜŀǘƻǊ ƻƴ ŀ ǳǎŜǊΩǎ ŦŜŜŘǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ŘƛǎǘƛƴŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ a profile by means of a verification badges and 

follower counts provide information on the overall popularity of a creator, which indicates the 

credibility of a creator and makes audiences favor their brand (Weismuller & Harrigan, 2021). By 

the means of curating and moderating content streams, social media platforms partake significantly 

in what is made popular.  

The success of a content creator is therefore strongly linked to the popularity of their 

content, making it vital to adhere to the best practices that are suggested by platforms. Whereas 

the gamification of platforms provides creators with rewards or incentives to adhere to preferred 

practices (Deterding et al., 2011), social media platforms also nudge creators by the way platforms 

and affordances ŀǊŜ ŎƻƴŦƛƎǳǊŜŘΣ ŀ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘ ƪƴƻǿƴ ŀǎ ΨŎƘƻƛŎŜ ŀǊŎƘƛǘŜŎǘǳǊŜΩ ό{ȊŀȊƛ Ŝǘ ŀƭΦΣ нлмуύΦ IŜǊŜΣ 

the way social media platforms are designed, and the placement of certain buttons, links or texts 

informs the creator on how they should navigate the platform, influencing the decisions of creators. 

As not only the substance of content is influenced, the visibility of creators and their work is also 

subjected to moderation when platforms decide what gets shown to audiences and in which way. 

Zeng and Kaye (2022) refer to this as the notion of visibility moderation, where content and their 

Ǉƻǎƛǘƛƻƴ ƻƴ ŀǳŘƛŜƴŎŜǎΩ ŦŜŜŘǎ ŀǊŜ ŘŜǘŜǊƳƛƴŜŘ ōȅ ŎǊƛǘŜǊƛŀ ǎŜǘ ōȅ ǇƭŀǘŦƻǊƳ ƻǿƴŜǊǎ ŀƴŘ ǊŜƎǳƭŀǘƻǊǎΣ ƻŦ 

which most of the information regarding these benchmarks is not made available. Thus, even 

though creators seem to have an unlimited amount of agency and potential reach on social media 

ǇƭŀǘŦƻǊƳǎΣ ǘƘŜ ƳƻŘŜǊŀǘƛƻƴ Ǉǳǘ ǳǇƻƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴǘŜƴǘ ƘŜŀǾƛƭȅ ƳƻŘƛŦƛŜŘ ŎǊŜŀǘƻǊǎΩ ŦǊŜŜŘƻƳ όDƛƭƭŜǎǇƛŜΣ 
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нлнлύΦ .ȅ ŜƴƎŀƎƛƴƎ ƛƴ ΨŀƭƎƻǊƛǘƘƳƛŎ ƭŀōƻǊΩΣ ŎǊŜŀǘƻǊǎ ŀƛƳ ǘƻ ǇǊŜǾŜƴǘ ōeing concealed due to the 

moderative practices of digital platforms (Popescu et al., 2018). This labor includes revising the 

formats or adapting the publishing schedule, sometimes with little understanding as to what 

automated system is being adjusted to (Kumar, 2019). 

 Not only do the algorithms that are put into place by social media platforms play a role 

here, as they also frame ǘƘŜ ŎǊŜŀǘƻǊǎΩ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǎǳŎƘ ǎȅǎǘŜƳǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŀŘƻǇǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘŀŎǘƛŎǎ 

to manage their efforts that gives insight into how the algorithmic nature of content curation 

ǎƘŀǇŜǎ ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘǎ ƻŦ ŎƻƴǘŜƴǘ ŎǊŜŀǘƛƻƴ ό/ƻǘǘŜǊΣ нлмсύΦ {ƘŜ ŀǊƎǳŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŎǊŜŀǘƻǊǎΩ ǘŀŎǘƛŎǎ Ŏan be 

categorized as either shaped by relational influence, where the relationship with an audience is 

sought after on a social platform and the authenticity of content is valued strongly, or simulated 

influence, where such relationships are simulated in order to improve visibility and overall 

engagement. In contrast to relational influence, simulated influence is concerned with the virality of 

content rather than the authenticity of it (Cotter, 2016). By highlighting best practices for creators, 

platforms ƴƻǊƳŀǘƛǾŜƭȅ ŦŀǾƻǊ ǿŀȅǎ ƻŦ ΨƎŀƳƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǎȅǎǘŜƳΩ ǘƘŀǘ ŘƻƴΩǘ Ǝƻ ŀƎŀƛƴǎǘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƻǿƴ ŀƎŜƴŘŀΣ 

while scrutinizing practices that platforms deem inappropriate (Petre et al., 2019). Content creators 

on digital platforms feel dependent on the algorithms and regulations that are dictating their 

visibility and possible content distribution options (Vaccaro, Sandvig & Karahalios, 2020).  

2.3.4 Connectivity 

¢ƘŜ ƴƻǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŎƻƴƴŜŎǘƛǾƛǘȅ Ŝƴǘŀƛƭǎ ǇƭŀǘŦƻǊƳǎΩ ŀŦŦƻǊŘŀƴŎŜ ƻŦ ƛƴǘŜǊǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭ ŎƻƴƴŜŎǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ 

interactions beyond geographical boundaries. Social media platforms provide their creators with 

opportunities to build networked relationships with audiences and creator-peers. If efforts to 

ŜƴƎŀƎŜ ǿƛǘƘ ǳǎŜǊǎ ŀǊŜ ǎǳŎŎŜǎǎŦǳƭΣ ƴŜǘǿƻǊƪ ŜŦŦŜŎǘǎ ƳƛƎƘǘ ŎŀǳǎŜ ǘƘŜ ŎǊŜŀǘƻǊΩǎ ƻǿƴ ŦƻƭƭƻǿƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ 

brand image to grow (Katona et al., 2011). As their audience sees an increase, the brand of a 

creator becomes more valuable which might make platforms favor their content over that of 

others. Content made by creators might also increase in popularity as a result of this expanded 

ƴŜǘǿƻǊƪ ό¢Ŝƭƭƛǎ Ŝǘ ŀƭΦΣ нлмфύΦ !ǎ ǘƘŜ ƎǊƻǿǘƘ ƻŦ ŀ ŎǊŜŀǘƻǊΩǎ ƴŜǘǿƻǊƪ ƛƴŦƻǊƳǎ ƛǘǎ ŎƻƴǘŜƴǘ ŎǊŜŀǘƛƻƴ 

efforts, a feedback loop emerges in which the instant feedback that creators receive enables them 

to adapt in real-time based on the response of their audience (Wu et al., 2019). Creators therefore 

do not have to solely rely on metrics or other blocks of data but can also instantly engage with 

ŀǳŘƛŜƴŎŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǘŀƛƭƻǊ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŎƻƴǘŜƴǘ ǘƻ ŦŀǾƻǊ ǘƘŜ ǇǳōƭƛŎΩǎ ǇǊŜŦŜǊŜƴŎŜǎΦ  

The connectivity of social media platforms additionally nullifies the significance of 

geographical boundaries. Creators can engage with other creators without physical intervention, 

which creates ƻǇǇƻǊǘǳƴƛǘƛŜǎ ǘƻ ŎƻƭƭŀōƻǊŀǘŜ ŘƛƎƛǘŀƭƭȅ ƻƴ ŎƻƴǘŜƴǘ ƻǊ ǎƛƳǇƭȅ ƎǊƻǿ ƻƴŜΩǎ ƴŜǘǿƻǊƪ ōȅ 

beƛƴƎ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ ǎƻƳŜƻƴŜ ŜƭǎŜΩǎ όIŀƳŀǎƪƛΣ нллфΤ ²ƻƴƎ Ŝǘ ŀƭΦΣ нлнмύΦ CǳǊǘƘŜǊƳƻǊŜΣ ŎǊŜŀǘƻǊǎ Ŏŀƴ ŀƭǎƻ 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 21 

leverage the global accessibility for potential audiences to increase their revenue. Retaining an 

ŜȄǇŀƴǎƛǾŜ ƴŜǘǿƻǊƪ ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎŜǎ ŎǊŜŀǘƻǊǎΩ ōǊŀƴŘ ǇƻǎƛǘƛƻƴΣ ǘƘǳǎ ǇǊƻǾƛding them a position from which 

more lucrative brand deals or bigger revenue shares can be negotiated from (Vrontis et al., 2021). 

Similarly, the loyalty of a niche audience can be utilized to establish a consistent stream of 

donations (Yoganathan et al., 2021). 

2.4 Financial incentives 

The two types of affordances, as referred to in its respective subchapter, occur 

independently yet work together within technologies of social platforms (Postigo, 2016). However, 

Bucher and Helmond (2017) contend that a third kind, namely perceived or imagined affordances, 

ties these two together by considering the subjectivity of individual users in unlocking the potential 

of a technology or platform. Nagy and Neff (2015) argue that it is through imagined affordances 

that the cognitive capabilities of users and creators play a role in how any platform features are 

experienced and thus used. In other words, imagined affordances are specific features that 

emphasize not only what a creator believes to be possible on a platform, but also what platforms 

they should be active on over others to meet certain goals. Simultaneously, social media platforms 

target distinct features towards creators that aim to professionalize their content creation efforts. 

Therefore, imagined affordances can also be seen as the incentives steered towards creators. Here, 

the imaginative component of the concept pertains to the assumption that professional content 

creators have the objective of generating revenue with their content (Cunningham & Craig, 2019; 

Uttarapong et al., 2022; Zabel, 2023), which allows for the consideration of platform affordances to 

ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜ ƻǇǇƻǊǘǳƴƛǘƛŜǎ ǘƻ ƳƻƴŜǘƛȊŜ ŎǊŜŀǘƻǊǎΩ ŜƴŘŜŀǾƻǊǎΦ tƭŀǘŦƻǊƳǎ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜ ǾŀǊƛƻǳǎ ŦƛƴŀƴŎƛŀƭ 

incentives or reward systems which are key constituents for the professionalization of content 

creation.  

2.4.1 Gaining sponsorships 

There are various ways in which content creators can monetize their efforts. Firstly, as 

previously mentioned, creators can acquire sponsorships by brands. In exchange for monetary 

compensation, content is crafted in collaboration with a brand to favorably highlight a certain 

product, service, or overall company. Gillooly and Anagostopoulos (2017) differentiates four 

different sponsorship types for social platforms, namely informing, entertaining, rewarding and 

interacting, with informing being the most prevalent in their sample. As agreements between 

sponsor and sponsored vary between sponsorships, no true guideline for how these should be 

fulfilled can be established. Moreover, the degree to which content creators should disclose such 
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agreements is often debated. Kay, Mulcahy and Parkinson (2019) denote how sponsorship 

disclosure is more beneficial for purchase intent in comparison to non-disclosure.  

Similarly, Coursaris and Van Osch (2018) found disclosure to positively affect brand 

attitude. With this information, it becomes clear that content creators should be precarious in their 

sponsorship strategies, as the results of their collaborations with brands can influence the amount 

of leverage other companies believe these creators to have when brand attitude in disclosed 

sponsorship seems to become positive. However, the personal brand of a content creator is also 

affected by these sponsorships, as the refusal to disclose is argued to lead to distrust of the creator 

(Kim & Kim, 2021). 

2.4.2 Receiving donations or subscriptions 

Another way of generation revenue is through the acquisition of financial compensation 

through donations by other users. What is innovative about this potential revenue stream, is that it 

is not dependent on advertising or the collaboration with brands. Content creators are empowered 

through their personal brands, which in turn attracts fans or followers to donate. Wan et al. (2017) 

attribute this willingness to contribute to the emotional attachment that fans feel to creators, 

meaning ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǎǘǊƻƴƎ ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦƛŎŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ƻƴŜΩǎ ǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭ ōǊŀƴŘ ƭŜŀŘǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŜŦŦƻǊǘǎ ƻŦ ŦƛƴŀƴŎƛŀƭ 

backing. Additionally, Wohn et al. (2019) describes ǳǎŜǊǎΩ ƳƻǘƛǾŜǎ ŦƻǊ ŘƻƴŀǘƛƴƎ ǘƻ Ŏƻƴǎƛǎǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƛŘŜŀ 

of providing social and emotional support to creators of which one is thought to have a connection 

with. In their research of five content platforms, Bonifacio, and Wohn (2020) found digital 

patronage to take form in various ways. Platforms such as Patreon, Facebook, OnlyFans and 

YouTube allow for paid subscriptions, where the user pays a monthly fee, and the creator receives a 

percentage of the paid fee. Additionally, some platforms allow for patron incentives, which refers 

to features that entice users to donate. Examples are special badges, exclusive content, and reward 

systems. 

2.4.3 Monetizing through revenue sharing 

Finally, the most traditional way of generating revenue on digital platforms is through 

advertisements. Creators can insert ads in their content, of which they receive a pay-per-click 

monetary compensation. YouTube is the platform where advertising revenue is used the most, 

where integrated Google AdSense advertisements provide content creators with this way of 

ƳƻƴŜǘƛȊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŎƻƴǘŜƴǘ ǊŜƭŀǘƛǾŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǾƛŜǿŜǊǎΩ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǊŜŎŜǇǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŎƻƴǘŜƴǘ ό{oegoto & 

Semesta, 2018). Similarly, Facebook allows for its users to use Google AdSense to monetize their 

content (Digital Setups, 2020). Some social media platforms actively provide financial compensation 

for content creation efforts, such as YouTube and the Partner Program. Through this program, 

creators who are eligible to join are then provided with tools to facilitate their transition to 
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professionals, such as access to a Creator Support team and opportunities of connecting with peers 

(YouTube Help, 2021). However, the Partnership Program is not without its flaws as its heavy 

regulation and close ties to advertising objectives make it less emancipated than its name suggests 

(Tabares, 2019) with some addressing the requirements to join the program as exploitative (Kopf, 

2020). 

2.5 Conceptual model 

Following the theoretical arguments provided in this chapter, a conceptual model was 

constructed to visually arrange the key findings of the literary framework (Figure 1).  

In understanding the role that platforms play in incentivizing creators, the relationship between 

social media logic and platform affordances is reciprocal. Whereas the four components of social 

media logic make up the science of reasoning that explains how social media platforms are 

technologically and socially configured, it is the affordances of a platform that make it possible for 

these components to be translated into actions for creators to partake in during the creation, 

distribution and monitoring of content. In addition to this, platforms provide various financial 

incentives to creators that adhere to the logic of the social media platform. 

 
Figure 1 - Conceptual model of professional content creation on digital platforms. 
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3. Methodology  

3.1 Qualitative multiple-case studies 

In order to conduct a study on the influence of social media platform configurations on 

professional content creation, a qualitative approach is deemed most suitable. In contrast to 

quantitative research methods, qualitative research affords the exploration of patterned processes 

which serve as the foundation for meaningful connections between concepts (Brennen, 2021). 

Since the aim of this research is to identify patterns of influence regarding digital content creation, 

using a qualitative research method provides the opportunity for researching concepts in their 

contextual conditions. In addition to this, the specific objective that the research concerns itself 

with, lends itself most appropriately for a comparative case study, in comparison to other 

qualitative methods. As the specific configurations of social media platforms are under study, a 

methodological approach such as case studies provides focus on the platforms as opposed to 

interviews or focus groups, which are highly concerned with actors and their perspectives or 

opinions (Brennen, 2021).  

 Using a comparative case study design, researchers can conduct an in-depth exploration of 

a particular case or phenomenon within its real-life context (Yin, 2018). With this study focusing on 

the patterned ways in which social media platforms are configured, case study research on various 

platforms can help in developing an understanding of how such patterns come about. Here, the 

importance of conducting a comparative multiple-case study becomes especially vital. As this 

research question wants to uncover patterns that lay in the affordances of social media platforms, 

ŎƻƴŘǳŎǘƛƴƎ ŀ ŎŀǎŜ ǎǘǳŘȅ ƻƴ ƻƴŜ ǇƭŀǘŦƻǊƳ ǿƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜ ǎǳŦŦƛŎƛŜƴǘ ƛƴformation to derive a pattern 

from. Through a multiple-case study, the critical comparing and contrasting of cases helps 

ǎǘǊŜƴƎǘƘŜƴ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘŜǊΩǎ ŀǊƎǳƳŜƴǘ ǿƘŜƴ ŀƴǎǿŜǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ Ƙƻǿ ŎŜǊǘŀƛƴ ŎƻƴŦƛƎǳǊŀǘƛƻƴ 

are successfully implemented (Yin, 2018), which is a type of question that echoes the same 

qualitative world of thought as the one posed in this thesis.  

What makes a case study a suitable methodological approach, is its ability to provide focus 

on complex occurrences that occur in real-world contexts (Yin, 2018). By conducting a case study, 

one can delve into a phenomenon and explore patterns or relationships that may explain what is 

discerned when investigating the data. Furthermore, the application of a case study allows for the 

units of analysis to not be limited to one particular kind, as multiple sources of data can be used 

within the context of the analyzed case (Yin, 2018). This provides a rich body of information from 

which themes and relationships can be derived triangually (Noble & Heare, 2019). When studying 

the cases at hand, an iterative process where one continuously evaluates the analyzed data can 
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help in strengthening arguments made, as well as provide the researcher with enough flexibility to 

refine the research questions or overall design where needed (Yin, 2018).  

3.2 Validity and reliability 

3.2.1 Validity 

When discussing the validity of a qualitative study, it addresses the extent to which the 

findings are an accurate representation of the phenomenon being investigated. As case study 

research focuses on specific cases, one needs to be particular in the kinds of inferences that are 

made using the data, especially when studying a specific case (Starman, 2013). The concept of 

construct validity as well as external validity are therefore particularly relevant (Yin, 2003). 

Construct validity is concerned with the extent to which the concepts that are used to examine an 

phenomenon are an accurate representation of its real-world occurrence (Brennen, 2017). Ih order 

to ensure that a concept is validly constructed, incorporating triangulation in the data collection 

process is vital. Yin (2018) argues that using a diversity of sources improves the quality of a case 

study, particularly when using both internal and external sources. Following this logic, this research 

incorporates multiple sources of data per analysed case to improve the construct validity of the 

research. By using a case study templated based on the theoretical concepts synthesized in Chapter 

2, the incorporation of this template enhances the validity of this research. The examination of the 

sources is aligned with the conceptual framework, which in turn provides a potent foundation 

rooted in theoretical constructs. 

 Secondly, external validity refers to the extent to which a study produces findings that can 

be generalized to the entire context that is investigated (Brennen, 2017). Yin (2018) notes that the 

generalizability of a case study is limited due to its focus on specific cases. However, the careful 

selection of cases that are considered successful in applying a particular concept can enhance the 

external validity. Since the research question of this thesis is concerned with social media platforms 

that successfully incentivize content creators, selecting the cases that showcase this with great 

success should provide answers to the specific question how social media platforms incentivize 

content creators. Additionally, since the number of social media platforms that are highly popular 

and frequently used is rather small (Van Dijck, Nieborg & Poell, 2019) the centralized nature of 

social media platforms further ensures that the cases that are selected represent what could be 

inferred for a large part of social media creators.  
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3.2.2 Reliability 

The reliability of a study is concerned with the degree to which the research process can be 

replicated across researchers (Brennen, 2017). As a qualitative research method such as a case 

study is highly centered around the researcher, potential bias is introduced during the research 

process which should be addressed (Yin, 2018). The researcher may introduce their own biases and 

assumptions into the study that may influence the data collection and interpretation stages, 

potentially leading to researcher-as-instrument bias (Xu & Storr, 2012). However, this kind of bias is 

combatted by constructing an appropriate case study template (Yin, 2018). Additionally, the 

transparency of the research process is further strengthened by the transparent deliberation that 

was taken in the research process, as well as by constructing a case study data base containing all 

collected points of information and the documents concerning the analysis.  

3.3 Case study selection 

Yin (2018) emphasizes the importance of carefully selecting cases for a multiple case study, 

as this establishes a representative body of cases that provide sufficient diversity to answer the 

posed research question. It is also suggested that cases are selected considering the connections 

with the theory as well as practical considerations. For this reason, a few criteria have been applied 

to select the cases for this research. First, a social media platform had to incorporate the four 

elements (profile, network, stream & message) as denoted by Bayer et al. (2020). Secondly, the 

platform needs to be popular among professional content creators. As the ten platforms with the 

highest number of active users and creators have been selected, this entails the presence of 

content creators that specifically create for an audience, in contrast to platforms with a primary 

base of casual users that merely interact within their own networks. Thirdly, selected platforms 

must provide creators with opportunities to monetize their content creation efforts. Lastly, the 

cases have been selected in terms of the diversity of the kinds of content that the platforms are 

available for. This gives the research a wider range of platforms on which incentives are provided. 

 Based on the aforementioned selection criteria, eleven cases have been selected that are 

considered to be examples of platforms that successfully incentivize content creators. This notion 

of success is considered to be highly important, as it provides the case study with information on 

how a concept is implemented correctly (Yin, 2018). Consequently, the use of successful cases is 

Ǿƛǘŀƭ ŦƻǊ ŀƴǎǿŜǊƛƴƎ ŀ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴ ǘƘŀǘ ǇƻǎŜǎ ǘƘŜ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴ ΨƘƻǿΩ ƛƴŎŜƴǘƛǾƛȊƛƴƎ ŎƻƴǘŜƴǘ ŎǊŜŀǘƻǊǎ 

is done right.  
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Instagram 

The first case to be analyzed is Instagram. On the platform, creators partake in the 

professionalization of their content by incorporating branding strategies and actively seeking 

opportunities for monetization (van Driel & Dumitrica, 2021). Through their webpage dedicated to 

creators, Instagram provides information on how to perform the right practices to grow their brand 

ŀƴŘ ōǳǎƛƴŜǎǎ ό¢ǳǊƴ ŦƻƭƭƻǿŜǊǎ ƛƴǘƻ ŦŀƴǎΣ ƴΦŘΦύΦ Lƴ ŀŘŘƛǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ŎǊŜŀǘƻǊǎΩ ǇƻǎǎƛōƛƭƛǘƛŜǎ ƻŦ ƎŜƴŜǊŀǘƛƴƎ 

revenue through sponsored content and ad revenue shares, Instagram introduced a subscription 

model through which users can subscribe to creators in exchange for a monthly fee (Introducing 

new tools, 2022). Even though the platform has a substantial user base of casual profiles whose aim 

is to engage with their own network, creators continuously seek ways of organically attracting these 

users to grow audiences while simultaneously profiting off of them (Horan, 2021). 

 

TikTok 

The second case is TikTok. The mobile application that specializes in short-form video content is 

popular among creators for the amount of unique features that are available, giving creators a 

sense of creative control through an easy-to-use interface (Ziyi, 2020; Hautea et al., 2021). The 

algorithmic recommendation system that TikTok uses to distribute content has been noted as an 

effective way for creators to promote their content and extend their audience (Figueiredo et al., 

2021). With its Creator Fund, TikTok helps creators monetise their efforts, as the amount of money 

ōŜƛƴƎ ƎƛǾŜƴ ƻǳǘ ƛǎ ƭƛƴƪŜŘ ǘƻ ŀǳŘƛŜƴŎŜǎΩ ŜƴƎŀƎŜƳŜƴǘ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ Ǉƻǎǘ ό!ōƛŘƛƴΣ нлнмύΦ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ƳƻƴŜǘƛȊŜŘΦ 

Not only can individual creators professionalize their content on the platform, the concept of 

ΨŘǳŜǘǘƛƴƎΩ ƛƴǾƻƭǾŜǎ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƭƭŀōƻǊŀǘƛƻƴ ǿƛǘƘ ƻǘƘŜǊ ŎǊŜŀǘƻǊǎ ǘƻ ōǳƴŘƭŜ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŦƻǊŎŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǊŜŀŎƘ ŜǾŜƴ 

wider audiences (Kaye, 2022).  

 

Facebook 

The third case is Facebook. The platform has been denoted as being effective in engaging audiences 

and creating brand engagement for building commercial objectives (de Silva, 2020). On the 

platform, creators can monetize their content through advertising revenue, sponsored posts and 

brand deals (Fink et al., 2020). Facebook's Creator Studio offers creators the ability to manage their 

pages, access metrics, schedule content, and monetize their content across Facebook and 

Instagram (Facebook, n.d.). Additionally, Facebook has launched several features to enable creators 

to earn money from their content, including Stars, which enables fans to tip creators during live 

streams, and Fan Subscriptions, which allows fans to subscribe to exclusive content from creators 

(Ha, 2020). Furthermore, Facebook offers a range of incentives to encourage content creators to 
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engage with their audiences, such as badges and rewards for top fans and the ability to offer 

exclusive content to subscribers (Facebook, n.d.). 

 

YouTube 

The fourth case is YouTube. Being one of the most popular video creation platforms currently 

available, YouTube has consistently provided its creators with guidelines for how content should be 

made in order to reach wider audiences (Burgess, 2012). Besides the availability of revenue sharing 

through sponsors and advertisers, the platform actively presents opportunities to content creators 

to monetize their work, such as through the YouTube Partner Program (Kopf, 2020). Research on 

the technical foundations of the platform has found that the recommendation of content is largely 

controlled through algorithms (Arthurs, 2018). As these systems are rather opaque, creators have 

spoken out on the effects that its algorithmic content curation practices has on their content 

creation strategies (Pedersen, 2019; Glatt, 2022).  

 

Patreon 

The fifth case is Patreon. From 2013 until 2020, more than $2 billion had been pledged from 

ŀǳŘƛŜƴŎŜǎ ǘƻ ŎǊŜŀǘƻǊǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǇƭŀǘŦƻǊƳ ό{ŀƴȅƻǳǊŀ ϧ !ƴŘŜǊǎƻƴΣ нлннύΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ƛǎ ŀǘǘǊƛōǳǘŜŘ ǘƻ tŀǘǊŜƻƴΩǎ 

ability to provide creators with a large amount of creative agency in terms of the topics covered, as 

well as financial freedom through the financial revenue model of direct patronage in exchange for 

exclusive rewards (Sanyoura & Anderson, 2022).  Creators are expected to continuously work on 

the establishment of parasocial relationships with its audiences, which atǘǊƛōǳǘŜǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǇƭŀǘŦƻǊƳΩǎ 

success (Hair, 2021). As audiences can unsubscribe to a creator at any given moment, the 

patronage mechanism of Patreon provides its creators a direct feedback loop to stimulate content 

creation (Regner, 2021). 

 

OnlyFans 

The sixth case is OnlyFans. This platform is largely known for its success in commodifying adult 

content into contemporary digital environments (Sanchez, 2022). As the platform is considered to 

provide creators with a great amount of creative agency as well as commercial opportunities, its 

popularity immensely grew during the COVID-19 pandemic, when creators were looking for new 

ways to earn income (Hamilton et al., 2022). OnlyFans is a strongly creator-focused platform, as it 

only employs a subscription model through which audiences pay a monthly fee to gain access to 

content. On the app, the success of a creator is thus dependent of the extent to which they can 

sustain parasocial relationships with their audiences (Uttarapong et al., 2022).  
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Spotify 

The seventh case is Spotify, albeit specifically for its podcasts. Spotify has been able to leverage its 

position as a popular music streaming platform to attain podcast listeners and creators to its 

ǇƭŀǘŦƻǊƳ όDǳǇǘŀΣ нлнмύΦ ¢ƘŜ ǇƭŀǘŦƻǊƳΩǎ ǇƻŘŎŀǎǘ ǊŜŎƻƳƳŜƴŘŀǘƛƻƴ ǎȅǎǘŜƳ is highly personalized 

through user data and algorithms (Nazari et al., 2020). With the acquisition of podcasting platforms 

Gimlet and Anchor, Spotify has shown great interest in incentivizing podcast creators by 

incorporating their respective content creation and distribution features, as well as improving the 

ones already present (Gupta, 2021). Additionally, the platform provides monetization options 

through advertisers and through community funding (Spotify for Podcasters, n.d.). 

 

Snapchat Spotlight 

The eighth case is Snapchat Spotlight. Although the mobile application is largely used to 

communicate with friends and share updates about daily life, Snapchat indicates interest in 

encouraging content creators to use their platforms. In 2019, they launched a ΨtŀǊǘƴŜǊ {ǳƳƳƛǘΩ 

where creators were made aware of innovative tools and practices to enhance the content creation 

process on the app (Craig, 2019). Snapchat provides specific information on how to gain access to 

ǎǇŜŎƛŀƭ ΨŎǊŜŀǘƻǊ ŦŜŀǘǳǊŜǎΩ ŀǎ ƻǇǇƻǎŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ features available to all users (How can I get creator 

features, n.d.). Through subscriptions, Snapchat creators can charge their followers a fee 

(Mangalindan, 2022). With the introduction of Spotlight, a sub-platform similar to TikTok, creators 

are further encouraged to createn short-form content for Snapchat in exchange for financial 

rewards (Get rewarded on Spotlight, n.d.) 

 

Twitch 

The ninth case is Twitch. It is claimed that, with its initial opportunities for casual gamers to turn 

their hobby into a pǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƻƴŀƭǎ ƻǊ ΨǎǘǊŜŀƳŜǊǎΩΣ ǘƘŜ ƭƛǾŜ-streaming platform has contributed to the 

development of the digital creator economy (Mousavi Haghshenas & Shahghasemi, 2023). Research 

Ƙŀǎ ŀŘŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭƭȅ ŦƻǳƴŘ ŜǾƛŘŜƴŎŜ ŦƻǊ ¢ǿƛǘŎƘ ǘƻ ōŜ ŀ ǇƭŀǘŦƻǊƳ ǿƘŜǊŜ ŎǊŜŀǘƻǊǎΩ ŎƻƳƳŜǊcial position 

ƛƳǇǊƻǾŜǎ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜ ǇƭŀǘŦƻǊƳΩǎ ƴŜǘǿƻǊƪƛƴƎ ŎŀǇŀōƛƭƛǘƛŜǎ ǿƛǘƘ ŜƛǘƘŜǊ ŀǳŘƛŜƴŎŜǎ ƻǊ ƻǘƘŜǊ ŎǊŜŀǘƻǊǎ 

(Wohn et al., 2019). Although there are various ways creators can monetize their efforts on Twitch, 

the distribution of revenue has been criticized for favoring a small group of top earners (Houssard 

et al., 2023). 

 

Bandcamp 

The tenth and last case is Bandcamp. As a direct-to-fan music distribution platform for independent 

artists, creators on the platform rely solely on their audience for attaining revenue (Hesmondhalgh 
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et al., 2019). As it has been compared to the user-generated content-based platform SoundCloud, 

Bandcamp is considered to be beneficial for musicians that wish to retain commercial and creative 

agency in the music industry (Hesmondhalgh et al., 2019). Where during the COVID-19 pandemic, 

musicians experienced difficulty connecting with offline fan communities, Bandcamp offered a 

digital setting where music could be consumed and artists compensated (Léger, 2021). However, 

the acquisition of the platform by Epic Games in 2022 poses the question whether a potential 

reinvention of the platform may result in business model changes for musicians (Ismael Ruiz, 2022). 

3.4 Units of analysis 

In this case study, the units of analysis primarily consists of the digital environments of the 

eleven platforms, meaning their respective webpages or mobile applications. Within these 

environments, the features that are available to create, distribute and monitor content are 

examined. Such observational data is then collected by taking screenshots of platform applications 

and incorporated in the case study database (Appendix A). Furthermore, webpages that provide 

extra information for creators (e.g., C!vǎ ƻǊ ΨŎǊŜŀǘƻǊ ǎǘǳŘƛƻǎΩ) are also incorporated in the analysis. 

Information was additionally garnered from quarterly reports, press releases, news articles, 

advertisements and videos published between 2018 and 2023, under the condition that it is closely 

related to the way social media platforms provide content creators with opportunities to 

professionalize their content creation. Taking the context into consideration, triangulation was 

applied when observational data highlighted patterns that need to be revisited in other cases, 

which was the case for changes in platform features or revenue shares. All the garnered data is 

then collected and stored in a case study database, labelled per platform and sub-labelled per data 

source (Appendix A).  

3.5 Data collection process 

The data for this research has been collected using a purposive sampling method. Through 

purposive sampling, the specific characteristics that are addressed in the research question can be 

taken into account when collecting the data through the units of analysis. These characteristics or 

criteria have been carefully determined before the collection took place, as to ensure a reliable and 

repiicable case study (Yin, 2018). First, only data was published or created from 2018 up until 2023 

was collected, as to ensure that the information is topical and reflects the current state of social 

media platforms.  

Secondly, data derived directly from the platforms is collected through first-hand use of the 

platforms and taking snapshots of features or texts, which is consequently stored in the case study 

database. The decision was made to collect snapshots from desktop interfaces where possible, yet 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 31 

snapshots from mobile interfaces were incorporated when that interface contained a larger 

number of creator-specific features than were made available on the desktop version of a platform. 

Personal information on creator and user profiles is blacked out to preserve anonymity. To collect 

external sources, the search engine Google was primarily used. Here, data was found using related 

search terms combined with the platform name. Additionally, webpages, blogs and other 

documents published directly through the platforms or its connect websites were analyzed as to 

find out what information they provide that is relevant to creators. 

 By incorporating a multitude of data points per case, an attempt is made to apply 

triangulation to the data collection process. By doing so, the trustworthiness and credibility of the 

research increases (Yin, 2018). By consistently revisiting the case study database and iteratively 

refining the data collection process where needed, the data was collected up to a point of 

saturation, where enough data is garnered to answer the research question (Brennen, 2017).  

3.6 Operationalization 

Based on the theoretical arguments made in the conceptual model, a case study template 

was constructed with which all ten cases were analyzed. The tabel below provides information on 

how each (sub)concept is operationalized for it to be recognized and examined within the individual 

cases.   

 

1. Programmability 

a. Profile customization Assessed through the features that are 

available on a platform to create and make 

changes to a profile, such as choosing a 

username and personal biography. 

b. Content customization Assessed through the features that are 

available on a platform to make changes to 

content, such as editing tools or adding Closed 

Captions.  

c. API Integration Assessed through the API information that is 

made available to creators and developers to 

integrate data from platforms into other 

applications, such as scheduled publishing 

sites. 

2. Datafication 
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a. Content optimization Assessed through the features that are 

available on a platform to monitor content and 

ƻǇǘƛƳƛȊŜ ŀ ŎǊŜŀǘƻǊΩǎ ŎƻƴǘŜƴǘ creation efforts, 

such as audience analytics and content 

performance data. 

b. Algorithmic content streams Assessed through available documents, articles 

and other pieces of content related to the 

algorithms, with specific regard to perceptions 

on how they work. 

3. Popularity 

Choice architecture Assessed through the available features on a 

platform that guide creators towards preferred 

behavior or specific activities (i.e. pop-up 

buttons) as well as available documents, 

articles and other pieces of content related to 

best practices to create content on a platform. 

Algorithmic adaptations Assessed through available documents, articles 

and other pieces of content related to how 

creators perceive the algorithmic labor they 

must partake in to stay popular on a platform. 

4. Connectivity 

Access to audience Assessed through the features that are made 

ŀǾŀƛƭŀōƭŜ ǘƻ ƛƴǘŜǊŀŎǘ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ŎǊŜŀǘƻǊΩǎ ŀǳŘƛŜƴŎŜ 

base, such as a comment section or a chat 

function. 

Access to peers Assessed through the features that are made 

available to interact with other creators such 

as a comment section or features that enable 

collaborative content creation. 

5. Financial incentives 

Sponsorships Assessed through the features made available 

on a platform to attain paid sponsorships, as 

well as available documents, articles and other 
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pieces of content related to best practices to 

gain and retain these sponsorship deals. 

Donations Assessed through the features made available 

on a platform to attain donations, as well as 

available documents, articles and other pieces 

of content related to best practices to gain and 

retain these donations. 

Subscriptions Assessed through the features made available 

on a platform to offer subscriptions, as well as 

available documents, articles and other pieces 

of content related to best practices to gain and 

retain these subscriptions. 

Revenue sharing Assessed through the features made available 

on a platform to attain advertisement revenue, 

as well as available documents, articles and 

other pieces of content related to best 

practices to gain and retain this revenue 

through advertisements. 

 

Table 1 - Operationalization 

3.7 Thematic analysis 

To establish results for a case study that provide useful information for the context of the 

research that is reliable, it is imperative to choose the appropriate method of analysis (Yin, 2018). 

Therefore, this research makes use of a deductive thematic analysis to investigate the collected 

data. With a thematic analysis, research data can be analyzed systematically to uncover and decode 

categorial patterns (Braun & Clarke, 2012; Brennen, 2017). As this study aims to inquire the 

different ways in which social media platforms stimulate professional content creators, a method of 

analysis through which these distinct configurations can be properly explored is imperative. Under 

this logic, the use of a thematic analysis is consistent with the objective of this research question, as 

ŀ ǘƘŜƳŀǘƛŎ ŀƴŀƭȅǎƛǎ ƎǳƛŘŜǎ ǘƘŜ ŘŜŦƛƴƛǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǾŀǊƛƻǳǎ άǇŀǘǘŜǊƴŜŘ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎŜǎέ ό.Ǌŀǳƴ ϧ /ƭŀǊƪŜΣ нллсΣ ǇΦ 

79). 

 Approaching the analysis with a deductive strategy rather than an inductive one is a 

deliberate decision. Whereas inductive thematic analysis allows for theory to emerge from the 

ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘŜŘ ŘŀǘŀΣ ŘŜŘǳŎǘƛǾŜ ŀƴŀƭȅǎƛǎ άōŜƎƛƴǎ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ǘƘŜƻǊȅ ƻǊ ǇǊŜ-existing research question that is 

ǘƘŜƴ ǘŜǎǘŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ Řŀǘŀέ ό.Ǌŀǳƴ ϧ /ƭŀǊƪŜΣ нлмнΣ ǇΦ улύΦ CƻǊ ǘƘƛǎ ŎŀǎŜ ǎǘǳŘȅΣ ǘƘŜ ǘƘŜƻǊŜǘƛŎŀƭ 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 34 

framework concludes with a conceptual model which is echoed as the case study instrument with 

which the concepts under study are operationalized. As both this conceptual model as well as the 

case study instrument are grounded in theoretical arguments, conducting a deductive thematic 

analysis is in line with the empirical framework that is constructed (Pearse, 2019). 

 Braun and Clarke (2012) describe the process of thematic analysis consisting of six phases. 

This research follows the same phases, with the exception of the third, fourth and fifth. As these 

phases are concerned with the construction and evaluation of the themes, yet this research uses 

theories that are pre-established and categorized before the data analysis had taken place, these 

ǇƘŀǎŜǎ ŀǊŜ ŎƻƳōƛƴŜŘ ƛƴǘƻ ƻƴŜ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǘƘŜ ǘƘŜƳŜǎ ŀǊŜ ŎƻƴƴŜŎǘŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ Řŀǘŀ ƛƴ ŀ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎ ƻŦ ΨǇŀǘǘŜǊƴ 

ƳŀǘŎƘƛƴƎΩ όtŜŀǊǎŜΣ нлмфύΦ  

In the first phase, the collected data is read and continuously in order for the research to 

become familiar with the data (Braun & Clarke, 2012). Secondly, the next phases entails the 

generation of initial codes. In these phases, themes ought to be distinguished from the initial codes, 

using an inductive method to construct the themes (Braun & Clarke, 2012). As aforementioned, this 

research merges these steps into one, using the conceptual model as a guide to deductively match 

the patterns found in the data with what is argued through the conceptual model (Pearse, 2019). 

During this step, special attention was given to the extent to which the data linked back to the 

initial question that is posed in the study. Braun and Clarke (2012) consider this to be a crucial step 

to proper thematic analysis, as the data as well as the conceptual model should be examined 

iteratively. This idea of iteration provides the researcher with room to revisit steps of the research 

process to ensure that the garnered insights are rigorous, relevant and reflective of the 

phenomenon under study (Brennen, 2017). The sixth and final phase details the production of the 

report, where the findings of the analysis are categorized into emergent themes (Braun & Clarke, 

2012). Here the same order of the conceptual model as well as the case study instrument is 

followed, as the logical structure of themes is considered vital for a thematic analysis to be 

interpreted correctly (Braun & Clarke, 2012).   
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4. Results 

Using the previously described methodological instruments, this chapter details the results 

garnered from the analysis of ten social media platform cases in relation to the incentivisation of 

professional content creation. The concepts that are highlighted in the subchapters follow the 

order of the operationalized case study instrument. All categorized patterns are followed by a table, 

which per case highlights the specific findings that explain the connections between the individual 

cases and the theoretical concepts as they appear in the conceptual framework of this research.  

4.1 Programmability 

4.1.1 Profile customization 

All the ten cases were found to have a degree of profile customization for creators, which 

can be categorized through customizability, the parity between users and creators and the 

distinction between users and creators. 

 Although the customizability of a creator profile is present in all the platforms, the extent to 

which these profiles can be adjusted varies. Every case contains a textbox where creators can input 

biographical information. Whereas in the case of TikTok, this space is limited to one small sentence, 

YouTube, Patreon and Spotify provide creators with room for longer texts. Interestingly so, 

Instagram and Facebook creators additionally receive the opportunity to distinguish the kind of 

brand or field of content creation they are active in (Figure 2). Additionally, nine out of the ten 

platforms provide visual customization options, varying from a single profile picture (i.e. Instagram, 

TikTok and OnlyFans) to additional banners and profile color changes (i.e Spotify and Twitch).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2 - LƴǎǘŀƎǊŀƳ όƭŜŦǘύ ŀƴŘ CŀŎŜōƻƻƪΩǎ όǊƛƎƘǘύ ŀŘŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭ ōǊŀƴŘ ŘƛǎǘƛƴŎǘƛƻƴǎΦ όLƴǎǘŀƎǊŀƳΣ нлноΤ CŀŎŜōƻƻƪΣ нлноύ 
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 Secondly, the parity between users and creators is found to be relevant for the creation and 

customization of a profile as a creator. This implies that for some platforms, users and creators 

have similar profile configurations. For example, whereas creators and users on YouTube and 

TikTok have access to the same profile customization options, all Instagram and Facebook creators 

have similar profiles, apart from the aforementioned brand distinctions.  

 Contrastingly, some platforms specifically distinguish its users from its creators. In the case 

of Patreon, Spotify, Twitch and Bandcamp, creator profiles are different from casual user profiles. 

This is logical, seeing as the creation and/or input of content is done through different digital 

environments (albeit owned by the platform) than where the content is consumed, which is not the 

case for platforms such as Instagram, TikTok and Facebook where creation and consumption is 

integrated in the same interface. In other words, creators on these platforms do not gain access to 

creator optimization options by merely creating a profile on the platform. On Spotify, profile 

creation is done on a specific Spotify for Podcasters webpage in contrast to the listener 

environment where a subscriber creates a listener profile and on Patreon, profiles are categorized 

ŀǎ ŜƛǘƘŜǊ ΨŎǊŜŀǘƻǊΩ ƻǊ ΨtŀǘǊƻƴΩ όCƛƎǳǊŜ оύΦ It is pertinent to highlight that OnlyFans is the only 

platform where creator profile customization options are only made available under the condition 

that the creator verifies their identity, whereas the remaining nine platforms contain no other 

requirements to create a profile as a creator.  

 

Figure 3 -  tŀǘǊŜƻƴ ŘƛǎǘƛƴŎǘƛƻƴ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ŎǊŜŀǘƻǊ ǇǊƻŦƛƭŜǎ ŀƴŘ ΨtŀǘǊƻƴǎΩΦ όtŀǘǊŜƻƴΣ нлноύ 

 Overall, it can be said that the notion of profile customization on social media platforms 

plays a significant role in all the ten cases. The hierarchy of producers and consumers of content is 

characterized by a lesser extent by the provision of customization options that are similar for users 

and creators, allowing for the creator to be perceived as more authentic and similar to its audience 

(Cotter, 2016). Although the function of a profile varies across the platforms, the opportunity to 

disclosure of information about oneself as a creator and the kind of content that they produce is 

used to either make audiences relate to creators or provide proper distinction from other creators. 

This falls in line with Marwick (2013), who claims that the construction of an online identity is used 

by creators to communicate authenticity but also categorize oneself as belonging to a certain group 
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of creators within a specific field of interest. What this shows is that even though social media users 

can be categorized as either casual users or creators (Munzel & Kunz, 2014), this distinction cannot 

always be found within oneΩs profile. The notion of a content creator elevating their brand for 

financial objectives (Arriagada & Ibáñez, 2020) should therefore be derived from more variables 

than oneΩs profile to paint the bigger picture of a content creator. 

 

Case Customizability User/creator parity User/creator distinction 

Instagram Biographical information and 

visuals, in addition to specific 

brand distinctions. 

Similar customization 

options as other users 

Additional features to distinguish 

creator field or brand 

TikTok Limited customization with 

visuals and limited biographical 

information. 

Equal customization 

options to all users 

 

Facebook Biographical information and 

visuals, in addition to specific 

brand distinctions. 

Similar customization 

options as other users 

Additional features to distinguish 

creator field or brand 

YouTube Biographical information, 

visuals and links. 

Similar customization 

options as other users 

 

Patreon Biographical information, 

visuals and links. 

 
Separate profile for creators in 

comparison to audience of 

patrons 

OnlyFans Biographical information, 

visuals and links. 

 
Creator customization options 

available (when identity is verified 

and account is approved) 

Spotify Color customization, visual 

banners, biographical 

information and links. 

 
Separate profile for podcast 

creators 

Snapchat Customization options limited 

to username and biography 

 
Option to display subscriber count 

on profile 
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Twitch Color customization, visual 

banners, biographical 

information and links. 

 
Separate creator profile 

customization in comparison to 

stream viewers 

Bandcamp Biographical information, a 

profile picture and links. 

 
Separate creator profile 

customization in comparison to 

audience 

 

Table 2 - Profile customization 

4.1.2 Content customization 

Besides providing ways of customizing ones profile, social media platforms additionally 

provide creators with the opportunity to customize the kind of content that is made public. Across 

all the ten cases, the ways in which content can be created within the platform were investigated 

(e.g. through an in-app creator studio). Moreover, features related to the distribution and visibility 

of content were examined (e.g. post scheduling options or content viewing possibilities). 

 Of all the ten cases, nine provide creators with the opportunity to create content within the 

digital environment of the platform. In the sole case of Bandcamp, the platform functions as a 

distribution platform, as musical content can not be made on Bandcamp itself. For the short-form 

video platforms Instagram, TikTok, and Snapchat, visual content can be shot and customized on 

mobile applications. On YouTube, video content can be uploaded for distribution, but simple editing 

tools e.g. making cuts and adding captions are provided in a simplified in-app creator studio. 

However, although most platforms provide all users the same creation features, Snapchat creators 

Ǝŀƛƴ ŀŎŎŜǎǎ ǘƻ ǎǇŜŎƛŦƛŎ Ψ/ǊŜŀǘƻǊ ŦŜŀǘǳǊŜǎΩ ǘƘŀǘ ŀǊŜ ǎƛƳƛƭŀǊ ǘƻ ¢ƛƪ¢ƻƪΩǎ ƘƛƎƘƭȅ ŎǳǎǘƻƳƛȊŀōƭŜ ŎǊŜŀǘƻǊ 

studio options when one makes a Creator profile (Figure 4). What these kind of customization 

options provide, is a sense of agency for creators to adapt their content to their own preferences of 

those of their audiences. The convenience of creating within platform environments additionally 

ƳŀƪŜǎ ǇƭŀǘŦƻǊƳǎ ŀ ΨƻƴŜ-stop-ǎƘƻǇΩ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŦŀŎƛƭƛǘŀǘŜǎ ŀ ǎǘǊŜŀƳƭƛƴŜŘ ǿƻǊƪŦƭƻǿΣ ŎƻƳǇŜƭƭƛƴƎ ŎǊŜŀǘƻǊǎ ǘƻ 

continue using the platforms. 
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Figure 4 - {ƴŀǇŎƘŀǘ Ψ/ǊŜŀǘƻǊ ŦŜŀǘǳǊŜǎΩΦ ό{ƴŀǇŎƘŀǘΣ нлноύ 

 In terms of the customization of visibility of content, various configurations can be found 

across the ten cases. When publishing the content, creators can limit who has access to their 

content in the case of YouTube, this entails the categorization of content as either publicly 

ŀǾŀƛƭŀōƭŜΣ ǇǊƛǾŀǘŜƭȅ όȅŜǘ ŀŎŎŜǎǎƛōƭŜ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ŀ ƭƛƴƪύ ƻǊ ŀǎ ŎƻƴǘŜƴǘ ΨƳŀŘŜ ŦƻǊ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩΦ ²ƛǘƘ ǘƘƛǎ ƭŀǎǘ 

visibility option, YouTube is the only platform where content can be categorized as being destined 

for a specific target audience. Creators can run their content against particular criteria in order to 

determine whether the additional visibility configuration is necessary (YouTube Help, n.d.-n). 

Additionally, some platforms partake in content prioritization through the features that they offer. 

Platforms like Instagram, TikTok, Facebook, and YouTube organize content based on publication 

date using linear feeds or profile grids. However, creators can selectively prioritize content by 

"pinning" or "highlighting" specific posts to ensure they appear prominently. Creators additionally 

have the option to promote their posts on Instagram, TikTok and Facebook, which results in posts 

being distributed to a wider audience in exchange of a financial fee. 

 Considering the distribution options that the platforms offer its creators, it can be said that 

besides immediate publication, some platforms help streamline the content distribution process 

through the availability of post scheduling features. This functionality allows creators to schedule 

the release of content that is made ahead of its publication, enabling them to efficiently manage 

their workflow and divide the content creation and distribution process into manageable segments. 

OnlyFans extends this service to include an in-app calendar, enabling creators to access a 

comprehensive overview of scheduled content or private messages, including specific publication 

dates (Figure 5).  
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Figure 5 - OnlyFans in-app content calendar. (OnlyFans, 2023) 

As Shane-Simpson et al. (2018) claim that technological affordances and the kinds of content that 

they make available impact the audience that is interested in a specific platform, it can similarly be 

argued that the amount of options creators have to customize their content might impact their 

imagined audience, thus result in a preference over one platform over the other. ¢ƛƪ¢ƻƪΩǎ 

popularity could therefore be attributed to the high amount of customizability and editability of its 

visual content, even though it asks for little audiovisual skills (Haenlein et al., 2020). Additionally, 

Patreon and OnlyFans offer textual, visual, and interactive content creation opportunities, which 

might attribute to their success across various target audiences.  

In line with what Weller (2017) states regarding the withdrawal of actions, the possibility 

for the removal of content is as much of a technological affordance as features that allow its 

creation and distribution. Within all the cases, content deleting options are present. However, in 

ǘƘŜ ŎŀǎŜ ƻŦ ƭƛǾŜ ǎǘǊŜŀƳƛƴƎ ŀǎ ƻƴŜΩǎ Ƴŀƛƴ ŦƻǊƳ ƻŦ ŎƻƴǘŜƴǘΣ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ƻƴ ¢ǿƛǘŎƘ ƻǊ tŀǘǊŜƻƴΣ ŎƻƴǘŜƴǘ Ŏŀƴ 

only be removed either after it has already been filmed or halted during the stream. As such, 

²ŜƭƭŜǊΩǎ όнлмтύ ŀǊƎǳƳŜƴǘ ŎƭŀƛƳƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ƻǇǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ǊŜƳƻǾŜ ŎƻƴǘŜƴǘ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ƻŦ ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴŎŜ ƛƴ ŀ 

ŎǊŜŀǘƻǊΩǎ ǇǊŜŦŜǊŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ ŀ ǇƭŀǘŦƻǊƳ ƻǾŜǊ ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊ ƘƻƭŘǎ ǘǊǳŜ ǘƻ ŀ ŘŜƎǊŜŜΣ ŀǎ ƛǘ ƛǎ ǇƻǎǎƛōƭŜ ŦƻǊ ŎǊŜŀǘƻǊǎ 

to neglect these platforms because of the immediate nature of its content. The same can be said 

for content creation options such as going Live on Instagram, Facebook, and YouTube. 
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Case Content creation Content visibility Distribution options 

Instagram In-app creator studio that is 

similar for all users, as well as 

the ability to upload content. 

Additional promotion of 

posts through paid 

visibility boosts, pinning 

Ǉƻǎǘǎ ƻƴ ƻƴŜΩǎ ǇǊƻŦƛƭŜ 

Post scheduling or immediate 

publication and the 

disclosure of sponsored 

content 

TikTok Highly customizable in-app 

creator studio that is similar for 

all users, as well as the ability to 

upload content 

Additional promotion of 

posts through paid 

visibility boosts, pinning 

Ǉƻǎǘǎ ƻƴ ƻƴŜΩǎ ǇǊƻŦƛƭŜ 

Immediate publication on the 

platform 

Facebook In-app creation of textual 

content. 

Additional promotion of 

posts through paid 

visibility boosts, pinning 

Ǉƻǎǘǎ ƻƴ ƻƴŜΩǎ ǇǊƻŦƛƭŜ 

Ability to upload visual 

content and add captions, 

post scheduling or immediate 

publication  

YouTube In-app creator studio for simple 

editing and the option to add 

titles and captions. 

Option to cater content 

viewing possibilities to 

specific audiences (e.g. 

children) 

Post scheduling or immediate 

publication (publicly or 

privately) 

Patreon Uploading and creating visual as 

well as textual and interactive 

content  

Content made available 

through paywall 

Uploading visual content 

through premium profiles,  

post scheduling or immediate 

publication 

OnlyFans Uploading and creating visual as 

well as textual and interactive 

content  

Content made available 

through paywall 

Post scheduling or immediate 

publication 

Spotify Uploading podcasts or editing 

audio in-app, with the option of 

incorporating Spotify music in 

recordings. 

Content made available to 

Spotify subscribers 

Post scheduling and optional 

cross-platform distribution 

Snapchat Content customization 

expansion with a Creator 

account. 

Content made available to 

subscribers  

Immediate publication on the 

platform 
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Twitch Large amount of stream 

customizations, such as audio 

ǉǳŀƭƛǘȅ ƻǊ ŘƛǎǇƭŀȅ ΨǎŎŜƴŜǎΩΦ 

Content accessible to 

audiences with or without 

a Twitch account 

Live streams and the option 

ǘƻ ǊŜǿŀǘŎƘ ǘƘŜƳ ƻƴ ŎǊŜŀǘƻǊΩǎ 

profile 

Bandcamp 
 

Content can be made 

accessible publicly, 

privately or for specific 

subscribers. 

Uploading musical content, 

metadata and additional 

information, immediate 

publication on the platform 

 

Table 3 - Content customization 

4.1.3 API integration 

Thirdly, the programmability of social media platforms allows for API integration to be 

possible in varying degrees. To examine this, the cases were scrutinized in relation to the API 

integration that is available. All ten social media platforms that were analyzed incorporate API in 

their platforms, 

 The use of API can be categorized in two ways. First, APIs can be used to foster synergy 

across platforms. The technology allows for content that is created on one platform to be 

distributed on another, widening its reach. For example, YouTube creators can embed their videos 

ƻƴ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǇƭŀǘŦƻǊƳǎ ǳǎƛƴƎ ƛǘǎ !tL όDƻƻƎƭŜ 5ŜǾŜƭƻǇŜǊǎΣ ƴΦŘΦύΣ ǿƘŜǊŜŀǎ ¢ǿƛǘŎƘΩǎ !tL ŀƭƭƻǿ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ 

embedding of clips on creators own websites and further customize their own streams (Twitch 

Developers n.d.-a). Patreon even states the audacious ambition to be a vessel for exclusive content 

to be made accessible through their platform, as they developed an API that would allow for other 

platforms to use Patreon as base for providing exclusive content through different payment tiers 

(ConstineΣ нлмтύΦ {ȅƴŜǊƎŜǘƛŎ ŎƻƴǘŜƴǘ ŎǊŜŀǘƛƻƴ ƛǎ ŀƭǎƻ ŜǎǘŀōƭƛǎƘŜŘ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ !tLΩǎ ŀŦŦƻǊŘŀƴŎŜ ƻŦ Řŀǘŀ 

extraction to monitor content, which is the case for TikTok, Facebook and Spotify (TikTok for 

Developers, n.d.-a; Meta, n.d.-a; Spotify Engineering, 2020). Instagram however uses API to not 

only connect platforms together, but also creators across platforms (Instagram for Business, 2023).  

As the integration of API accommodates the streamlining of the content creation process 

(Lomborg & Bechmann, 2014), its ability to connect platforms, creators and other parties together 

can be considered as a helpful tool for content creators. In this study, it can be concluded that APIs 

are also used to inform and improve research and development processes. As visualised in Table 3, 

ŦƛǾŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǘŜƴ ŎŀǎŜǎ Ŏƻƴǘŀƛƴ !tL ǊŜƭŀǘŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƛƴǾŜǎǘƛƎŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ Řŀǘŀ ŀƴŀƭȅǘƛŎǎΦ !ƭǘƘƻǳƎƘ ¢ƛƪ¢ƻƪΩǎ 

academic API is specifically branded as such (Brown, 2023), all other API integrations can still be 

used to extract data from and conduct research on, depending on what kind of information is 
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needed for the specific investigation. 

 

Case Content creation synergy Research and development 

Instagram Increase creator marketplace reach 
 

TikTok Content monitoring and distribution flexibility Academic API for user data 

research 

Facebook Content monitoring and distribution flexibility Analytics API for Page 

engagement research 

YouTube Cross-platform video embedding 
 

Patreon Paywall exclusive content across multiple platforms 

through Patreon integration 

Various Analytics API available 

OnlyFans Not made available on the platform 
 

Spotify Content monitoring and distribution flexibility Various Analytics API available 

Snapchat 

Spotlight 

Developing AR lenses and other in-app features 
 

Twitch Guided content monitoring and distribution flexibility Various Analytics API available 

Bandcamp Sales management purposes 
 

 

Table 4 - OnlyFans in-app content calendar. (OnlyFans, 2023) 

4.2 Datafication 

4.2.1 Content optimization 

 In terms of the ways in which social media platforms use datafication to incentivize 

professional content creation, the concept of content optimization has been found to be of 

influence in all ten analyzed cases. The ways in which content can be optimized is segmented as 

through engagement analytics, audience analytics and financial analytics.  

 Incipiently, the use of engagement analytics aids creators in understanding the reception of 

created content amongst audiences. On platforms where audiences can use metrics to display their 

enjoyment of content (i.e. liking or sharing posts), engagement analytics provide a quantified 

overview of these data points. However, the priority of data appears to be dependent on what a 
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platform considers to be important information for content to be produced and displayed 

optimally. For Facebook, content engagement metrics are combined with demonstrated Page likes 

ǘƻ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ ƻƴ Ƙƻǿ ǿŜƭƭ ƻƴŜΩǎ CŀŎŜōƻƻƪ tŀƎŜ ƛǎ ǊŜŎŜƛǾŜŘΦ /ƻƴǘǊŀǎǘƛƴƎƭȅΣ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎŀǎŜ ƻŦ 

TikTok, the engagement metrics section only give insight in the overall engagement of an account 

with no data on individual content pieces. Analytics of viewership in terms of audiovisual content is 

also prominently provided, which can particularly be seen in the case of YouTube. Here, the 

platform gives creators an extensive look into the viewership of videos, e.g. with watchtime 

analytics and viewer retention data. To help creators interpret this data, YouTube articles explain 

these metrics in detail (Appendix A, p. 112) This overview is brief for OnlyFans, Spotlight and Twitch 

creators, although the latters does provide suggestions for what categories are relevant for video 

streams to be placed in to improve their performance (Figure 6).  

 

 

Figure 6 - Twitch category suggestions (Twitch, 2023). 

Another interesting find is that some platforms make use of ranking content and its 

popularity based on viewership or overall engagement, such as Spotify providing a ranked order of 

created podcast episodes. This gives the creator insight in what audiences listened to most 

intensively (Figure 7). Besides engagement analytics, all ten platforms provide audience analytics, 

ǊŜŦŜǊǊƛƴƎ ǘƻ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŘŜƳƻƎǊŀǇƘƛŎŀƭ ƳŀƪŜǳǇ ƻŦ ŀ ŎǊŜŀǘƻǊΩǎ ŀǳŘƛŜƴŎŜΦ ¢ƘŜ ǎƛȊŜ ŀƴŘ ƎǊƻǿǘƘ 

ǘǊŜƴŘ ƻŦ ŀ ŎǊŜŀǘƻǊΩǎ ŦƻƭƭƻǿƛƴƎ ƛǎ ŀƭǿŀȅǎ ŘƛǎǇƭŀȅŜŘΣ ŀƭōŜƛǘ ōǊƛŜŦƭȅ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎŀǎŜs of TikTok and Snapchat. 

Here, audience engagement on content appears to be of greater relevance than building and 

retaining an engaging group of followers, which is evidenced through the limited audience analytics 

in comparison to their engagement analytics. 




























































































