Copyrighted material of: School of Journalism and Communication, The Chinese University of Hong Kong
School of Communication, Hong Kong Baptist University (2025). Published by The Chinese University of Hong Kong Press.
ALL RIGHTS RESERVED

(REEALEE2T) - (#) £ 728 (2025) : 141
https://doi.org/10.30180/CS.202504_(72).0002

)~ UbBEA g B4k

BRI - BT T SR - SR B e
CRHERELRE - A BRI AL S T E e o FAM T > PUIRORRIEEM 5 KA S

® BT ART A P B A TR o BT > TR

© T R SO B B SR R e BT B

i

ST - BT T 2% JeT T - 2 BB

(Prof. Crystal Abidin) (Prof. Niels Van Doorn)
[ FEeXBAERERH  BHETRAHAIR  BANESG  BRH
BHEA CLRBRRAMNFCH AR  LRETF CRA A HEA2

RGBT T BHE KR BN R BT ARG A ERS
(IERLab) FAF o ffF 57 SR - 55K Hh 5 5% 28835 S0 fb ~ 47 ERE AL ~ #Eac A i
1734k o WHE : crystalabidin@gmail.com

JERTHr - O R o BTERETRE P R BRI DF 55 2 0 I A B B S AL i e R B% -
W - A1k~ EEEEIR RS o EH : N.AJ.M.vanDoorn@uva.nl

PR EREE - 7 Hs H SCCER B ] SRR B Iy B B4 - WP E R « P BiR 8 - BT
L85 ~ WALl o FEEL ¢ oliverchan @cuhk.edu.hk

R > s o SO B2 R L5 B2 e B B - RS LR - AIVEE 9% T8
oAb~ M EE 2 o TEE ¢ jianlinl @cuhk.edu.hk



Copyrighted material of: School of Journalism and Communication, The Chinese University of Hong Kong;
School of Communication, Hong Kong Baptist University (2025). Published by The Chinese University of Hong Kong Press.
ALL RIGHTS RESERVED

(EFEALe2T) - (8) %721 (2025)

BB FEHRATHRM - Rl RAALET A ERW o |—
L EAI - FTI T £4%

[HAEGAR(CF&)RIFE LG o L i EL 4K AE )
B A RE RN TR R RE R EEAE SN
AR o BATabA—tERAREX o R ELR G LT
—3 o AREBEH G Iy o | ——RAH - L BRI



Copyrighted material of: School of Journalism and Communication, The Chinese University of Hong Kong
School of Communication, Hong Kong Baptist University (2025). Published by The Chinese University of Hong Kong Press
ALL RIGHTS RESERVED

Communication and Society, 72 (2025), 1-41

Mapping the Platformization of Labor, Culture,
and Society

Discussants: Crystal ABIDIN', Niels VAN DOORN", Ngai Keung CHAN', Jian LIN®

“* School of Media, Creative Arts and Social Inquiry, Curtin University, Perth, Western Australia,
Australia

° Department of Media Studies, University of Amsterdam, Amsterdam, Netherlands

¢ School of Journalism and Communication, The Chinese University of Hong Kong,
New Territories, Hong Kong

Abstract

The past decade has witnessed a burgeoning body of research on platforms
and platformization in communication studies and other social sciences
disciplines. Much work has been written about how platforms have transformed
labor relations and cultural practices. This dialogue invites Professors Crystal
Abidin and Niels Van Doorn to reflect on the opportunities and challenges of
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studying the platformization of labor, culture, and society. It took place after
the two-day International Conference on Sustainability and Sustainable
Media—which celebrated the 60th anniversary of the School of Journalism and
Communication at The Chinese University of Hong Kong—in early January
2025. Both Professors Abidin and Van Doorn spoke at a panel titled
“Sustainability and the Future of Work on Digital Platforms,” where they
critically assessed various forms of inequalities and challenges facing the global
communities of creators and platform workers. Building on their presentations
and reflections on their longitudinal ethnographic research, they share their
academic journey into internet culture and platform studies. Their conversation
highlights how the fuzziness of the platform concept can be a generative
starting point—rather than an obstacle—for theorizing the multifaceted
negotiations between various actors in particular institutional and cultural
contexts through interdisciplinary approaches. They also share practical tips for
early-career scholars and graduate students navigating the field of platform
studies.
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TAERYES R —HEIE W 2 N A 23 - HIRAEAR A A T
At EREEEN TG o« E SIS — 078 58
A AR - REERGHEE 2R PEAEE > |
A — &0 TAER LRI » B 5 BB R sc i Bl 2
Al ~ $94L B B2 BT LA ST & B2 BT RER o 73t AT fal Bk 22
BRI NS TR A ELE > IR R EE S B S CE
B U RBEM R - Frid > THERERLE - TR S LA
A AR A AL N AT K s A0 R B 45 I B AR PR BIAR
s Gl A R PR S A RN R > SR AR e ] AR A A R R
AFE I RE - 76 DA S FRAM B AE BT R 0 B A 3 S8 7 1 e S B A B
PEEASHNZE T o IEhk— 2K > VR R SEAS 2 R AL A AL & Sefk
BAR - MR PR T o IERAEE AR IREAR > o7& B A6 28 B
ok A AL R BT B RN s PEAHEAIEE IR -
SR > ARZBIVEE BBy 200 ARG A ALABAR © M 38 K
HE AR N RE Bl sk B4 € B AR (parasocial relations) > [ 55 22 i AK J# fib
MBI RZE o AMIARTFER T BRRIFAAATE > 808 R FERE T
BEAT SR LAY, o AR > AP R B A 4 o dE st SR A AL L
F-afl » sRE T —S0fEs > Sl 7 — e [H] P > % 5 BE AN
VEZ G & o k> WEIEBIERN LA TERETHAL] > &
ARNWER ~ #4941  BATABZILN ~ — BTN > 50F
ARLe [ iR | B8 ? MM ERE B > AR EF
2 o M L RAEAR RS ARV IR Bk - HERA s AP
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YRR > MM BEAS ZHHAL - ASZBIVEE - (B I B S AE B B
A R o FRADRIE T A2 N I — M ARFE S >
IR > BRMSEARAE > M TR EE
B R A A AE ] 5E B AT Ao S5 o

EWOIM YRR E o RAH LW PRt RE SRR
Wy o JEMHT » RTECE R Y MR CE P RS - FE%
IEAE 5 1558 F 1L (Chen et al., 2024) ° ¥ ¥ 5 1" 2k 3 2 vk 35 3L 2
We ? %5 L ¥h K AR ) B B 5E B (positionality) » DL K 4% 4" A8 2 i
R ERG 2R o FRAM T o] e 5 8 s Z2 AL Ho R AL i F B B sE
i b .30 05 W ?

DR RUE R 5 MEIRY o 8 BIRR R AL CF B St E) ERYSCE

(Chen et al., 2024) > /RLARTOF9E B BAAE > SRIB DT FC AL 2C A8 0 - 4%
FW ARG o B8 » (BEARILMTHEA T — 818 & BANTE
JEAERIIRERA - P B 2RSS T RN ~ LA ~ S8 EDK
KOG H T AR G R — B o RAEARIR - 2k 3 SRR - BEST
7 SO SR IR Y B Mt B R R R BN R AR T A o MM A BIE ST B
TR A A > BERIEAFER T L 0GR EE
HLER B - ZEPEEL 22 [H]) (Environment and Planning A: Economy and
Space) ~ {ITTWF5L) (Urban Studies) ~ CALEWF52) (Organization
Studies) ~ B PBRBUA KL SRR ) (Review of International Political
Economy) o “F- & S EAE BLE > B 7 KOZ0E 7 (LY o JERE 2
AR - MRS T — R MR AR T B BT BUR B Ty
T ME ST — e PR E Rl BB R R AL B IR EIR - M
BB DA KRBT B BRI -

da A TR BB B PR o E R AE — 8 R B R S IR
KB BRI NEIE o W2 MALUEE - & AT - Al
EFWETE ~ Z LT - T E&F > SiE N EREEERITE > &
5 TAMER A AN IR 1) B AR A 75 5k AR o HARE 7 B O 2 R8I
M ELRIY » RELREST S AR R AT TT « SR > R 2 DR
LA — M PO RNk - DAE B B AH B A S o (BRI FAT
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S DR TE fRABE & B 2 AR R R AH B > T8 AR M3 AT RAAEAR I TR AT
S BN 2 WA - B R ERIER R ER Y /A R e A — 1
TF 90 5l R B F REAR R T IR - SR 5008 2% W R TR A ] Rr 4 1 )
PR TAERAER T G R RHERR N E RS — B - IR
BB R R B R — AR - I R B IR an ol LR
7] £ B e A [ o

P AICER B - SHIER G > B B a8 B DASE B Ay FERR i S5
AT B A RIS E o VRSB B F > W sE 2% K
PEFNHE o SR IR WFE A EZ > K52 A RO BT A7 %S Le T
FUERMERC B T2 > TR AL - ARSI FRAM A B KA > 5
R B i AL B FRAM B TS A AR AT N A e

TEZE M R g ek rh > FRAM R T 48 48 B T RRAE T Y e
7o la BRI Lr S o EARIRAREA — 18 B A TR G - BUE
A — R B A B A T R SR B AR R o WRAR AR 2%
HE > A RIS B YRR LTS I T o B
SRR JE P > M E R T HP R EE - F A EERE
FAAEAS R 0 £ B2 KHEATIRTT - B EWREM RN R EA T+
BV > A RE A NTEVT TR LE T o (Hv] fig g th B —Fl it
FrE > WAL SR g BT 2 [ h A | B Ludr > Mam 2
BT ITIE RIS sURAE S b [ S — BB R AR I
Ak ERE M o IR A ST A AR L RMAE
FEH S AR R ARAE A S s e 78 BT B A SRR - WL
£y R AR R [ HERL ) 2 I o

NVD : ifif HFAM 75 25 2R R 55 o PR3] [k A ] (embeddedness) 75

il > FATEEAIIRAE- B B — I B > 8082 —1{
ATHERF ST B ST B G SRR IR A KB [ LA | —hk o (HIRAM
e B L G Sl B A B K ) FAM R R BT A AL U e 5
A s DA BCEAM R AT G A B A W BRI o SR 1%
PRAT DA A B BB R > S B 4 o R S TR A BT B Y
TFR - FRIE RV B R B s AR AR B T o BTDL s OREEAM
SRR A LR o AR — B b IRAM R sk
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FE VI AR & BB — BB R P (governance) GG RE o IR
B > LHEET TREMFE D » RAMBEF & B SR K&
HPEMER o BB RBIEE SR » Fei o 6 5 i #1232 g
WA HEAT IR BRI o DL B #k 22 105 18 ME 5% 40 o] 9 v PR o {H B L )
o FAM & a) i U/E B AR VR BB A A RE D o pltn > AN & E
it AL A G oy B 8 R LA BB > DA R AlAM dn T 7E B O RY 7E R AL
ok ferh SEHEE KA E N o 7RI B CRIBFFEH o IR MR Qi
A VR Bl 8 [ R Y e ?
TR 218 75 235 R B BUM BT & Frit R 10 5 s FIECK - BE 8
PR 71078 EIREIT o SFRAREE - %8 Xl 3] 7 5L & Y i
oo 2022 F 2023 4 > FEL {5 {E - M5 8k A% (Jonathon Hutchinson)
e CBURBLH I 4H) (Policy & Internet) HEHIHEF] » Hewt T anii i 4
ALEEAE - JAILLL JAt & UL H R (Abidin et al., 2023) o 7E 4E BI4F
Tl > PR A — R SCE IR AETA T REUN | (Big G) BITRHE -
HB BB ST A AR S VR BB B > 940 N EMAE G - Reddit 1 RO T
a e R AR A MR b E R B AR TR ER B
TBHE o [ B T R BT L2 [H B8 AN B 1Y )RR IR - g 43
FHOE o WA RN MR > B e IR B A R ) & R U T
) TEEIGHE o W ETERRINEEE T o RS O B EUR B
I 27y [ AR Ve | ol TR B | - FRAM A1 PV L2 B ) [
RAHEATRY Ol 5 FEE R > 1 IF — e J- B PR B B M o (H AN SR B 2
IEDE 2 B 480 308 1 A% 25 S 5 1 B 40 AR 4 LB B iR I > B e
JRE A S B SR [ | — 4t o

HRE RGN R EREE2023F MR T M2 A K
M [ 4 4T BS 45 3L ME) (“Benchmarking Influencer Regulations in the
Asia Pacific”) (Abidin & Hong-Phuc, 2023) i) 4 o Fe M #F 55 T
BT VE R P B A AT~ B SOl DA R ] B A A AT 047 3 1R R B R
JE o FRAM G I 55 1 A WA AL RS B AR A R SR Y B HL L
IR E [ 2580 72 Bk 0% vl 2 Gt E B2 W 2 A SR R B A K
) > HNTE K RARFE T TAE > IR R 2 BEBUNFE A E st A e
AR A% » A AE RS 58 > BUNEE BA K RSUER - 3 HR 24
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FRE S [ A EEAR AT | o (R AN R IRAZEAC B R AT T 10
B N NE > B H R A AR TR A S B ? FRERE BT
— SRR > TERE T E T RE e [REf R AR B2 > g b
10 85 2 i AT L LAE > (B 10 B 2 AR 0L 1k TAE o (A2 AR A
FETAEWE > a0 SRl AL R AR TAE R — 50U ? sk BB
o S RF ] LR W ? TR R 5 E B Bh A b [ A T R e AR
J&@ g T - B A e LR A2 A Y o BRI R - fEAE A
Mol > BSR4 2 T 1 B ELAT
FRE > REfE AT T B 16 BRI A AR i b ff e 2

NVD : {RifFE o FEZ TEFEAT- 858U R+ > FEIRHmE R0
SN B o (AFRER S FRAM T LAGE B AE 2 0F 5% LA B At 3 RS F 5%
A HAth S8 3, B8 — 6 JH R o Gorwa (2019) BT 6 H S FE L
K ERANREE A2 5 EMAE - Pl E LA E—4A
IE B AR B B BR B - i ATE & HE K 2 BUR MR L& M IR AT 2
too AEE ARG LE  ARBURRE A CERE - b
BTy o ER - TS HH FOREE T & o (HIRA R
2o MR Z R T T AEASEA C 08 S waEs - ®3inH
FARE R R A PR S > MR FEEE IR TAGE T o S
A > B H O 3 B 2 B BT 20 o & JE R i B
WAL o BeAh > EAR B [BUN |8 RE R > A% 5 e A8 2 BUT
DU HR T 3B B 202 Rt R it o R AP B R 1 o o 32 1 8
e LA ERH] s BEERETA B SIEH o FLPUEUE I
SEIG LA K n] R A IRHS e 3 e ) 8 A St s 0 R - (HYG
Ha R g HAh 2 B3 o A HA AT 2 F IR A
W > dE SO TR 2 AT 32 e i e B R 5 B R AR > A R
HF- A HIBRAT B o BRI B MEA S > REERE - olEReE
TR BT8R0 N > BELAIE & AT AN AL sC IR 48 5 R A N > HE
FEE LAY EAFAEARAC I ZE 5 5 AP 25 B R R TR] o FERIVES
K B RBIESAFAE ~ BORREE > I HFBOCCHE o [IFFIR
PR il B T BB~ R AR R > R AT RERE & o B L LAEEBRIE
A& YR SHASEERNERS . HEHK > EKEZES



Copyrighted material of: School of Journalism and Communication, The Chinese University of Hong Kong

School of Communication, Hong Kong Baptist University (2025). Published by The Chinese University of Hong Kong Press

ALL RIGHTS RESERVED

CL:

CA:

FE - XEAEHT S

PR TAEE > a0t A3 RIS B B s A - T ke f FL
EHAMRE VA B ) ISR - A B SRR REA - HEEE
FAAEE AR EREE o HIRA K1 & TAERF > a8 A3A w] U
iy SEIL[R] B GNP & 6 MR Sk 07 NAE S - iE R
FEARM T T > EAH B A 3 AT AR FEBRARANA R 2=
B0 TARMMEECARR > S LS & A IRt IR AN

A #RAE AR SCAL B 6 55 B J i 7 SR BB S o 1R B
WA BEARAE - FRAM LT 37 6 W S8 0 B 4 38 S Al 8 20l ek Bl
JEH R AERA I I - Hilan - FF 228 F b B iR 22 8 AR A
BT KRB I L B R A b SOWEFE RR o B IR SE 2 A S
110 9358 BRI AR A At A 2 S IR Bk 4 By
#all ?

T BOE MR PH R o i SR I TP 36 i O M [ s A Bk R O 1 B AL
At > MR IR S B P AR B AR > FRE i AR A B 2 RRT
FAME L o HERVR AT RETS 2 IR AR BTt 78 i e - B BRI 2
HEBE > H M BE AR A BIF T RS — 8 [ S AR5
AT ER  (H AL G O A BT AR « IR iE i m »
(LA # BE AR 7 18] 3t [ B AT SCAL A0 B R LRV A B 9 T 32 4 o R
e M ARZ B — BRI HA JE W B R /NP LB - N
ARIE At M R SR G M T > & ARAF o (HPEZ MBI TRA > 22

s E AREGHIEE o Pl - AfERREEN -

R RE P 2 1 Ul e X R o T T R S e 2
M#ER M RS E A REM - BaMEEac - SR
AT > WA R E T A B BRI 2R - (HIRMFTEEAR
Wz o M HRMERME T - B HEE S B o B DUEBRAM BT
FORBLGS » S AR T — e T | 1w 5 - B IRA (B BHUE 5 B
At~ HEZR BOE & 07 T YR > R A B IR AL B I ] R R
AEIERY o WRARAVE T — R loas o IRARGr > (2 - BRSBTS
B SLIE > H AR > A S 2 2 A PR i R LA B
MR ? FRERAFFAM A 50 Ry ] L B ] o SEOFFTAE AR - Bl
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HEAAEIE (Key Performance Index, KPI) b1/ 2 il gk - #53%
A SCHETAE o BRG] - ARG T HAE WA G5 2R 84 R
EE > (HARTT AR ) L 5 AT SCALREE B Y TR /IR 1R Y S
B oo fH 75 L 0E A I A S E Y B - TR H AR R R
() o Frbl » B2 R -

NVD: 7 BRAEHEGE L o 7ob > W0 R ARE T AR KR e 1wk e Je il
MR > VR BB S (0 5 - BRI IE i EE . BRE AR
B A A IR 4% 2 el 2 BRI AR i o o — R E B B B R Y
BLE o BERAM | REER R EMA KRGS o 3B
BSI HE R B B T R B RR A AR o E AR > FRAMR W] RE A IRE ] R A T
HER > HEDNHE—THC » I BLAEE (R EIS B s A HARIE
BB AR NS > Emse S RmARE - ERIFFHEM -

CA: KR ATEHHBEREEENREE » ZREMTH) > MR
[ BHUE | —HC > AT » SR GBI - HEFE R -
TR EN A RAANEEER IR EEA — B
(R Lo RE > T HARA B Sk » 3~ — AU AIR LA -
FEh > BEIRTRER Ay [ 1) b ] s BN B AR 2 > (H AR LR AN []
B[ PAT I b STH E o FRH Ol T RAAR IR Z) b 1) 1980 4R A K
A RN SR R R 2 L JREF 5 o S TR 1 L A S AL o At A g B
fift o ARLERLAE 372 2000 4% A ARBE A —K T o [A 2 2 [
(A% RHE A BEAE o B URBLA — % M AE S LA - n] DL
[T J ST o BRI ACER > VRBEFNELA 26 73 HEARIR Y B2 25
Gy RO EL B 2 L FE R R R R A0 Rl B A A Y A R
BUF S CE RSB B > RIMEZ B8 RA 5% > AT
W& IRF BE £ A M R AL B > WA R R LE AN FE B C A& L
EE BN - F AT REEINEEBIAEEREST -

NVD : J2& 1 > %8 B AR A 4 3 o 78 02 IR R H B 4F 1Y B W A R e
(Association of Internet Researchers, AoIR) & AYJF K 2 — - 5Lk
B ek L B AT CAE D AR AR ST # > (2 HE T HRUE) 0 £
EREBEZHNEE) - FFHAM - TEE G > RIEBAIREL
HRBI AR > REAEE BB A R AR S 5T
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T o [HALRA BRI AT IR | R IR AR Y TESAEAR
BrsEie > P BTEAREEL > e E B > BFTTRAE N A
At o BrLAANEERE S B A IR P HR AR5 1 | A B IE AR A
WHE TR o PR T > SR EREE BRI 4 S wlh RE AN GF 2 KSR AN > DI
B o WU AL ) T R A% o B W] RESR AR Y o tLEF ST — M8 2wk
& PEIRE B ATRT 7L BURAY AT A e 3 L S A - REME R W
WE -~ BENNE > DER BB LIRS « STUEIRBTEE R
(1% IR SEI R AN SRR B > I DAL 2 A B B AR B 5

AR > EREH R E N !

DI E RS o

MM E AZIRETE BIRRTY o ARk > RADARBEACHTE
REF |RAr e - AP H R R — A5 E « RIVF
R A SR - 0 H M 2 7 M S e A BB R h B AR R R — By
[ o (A AR FAM A FEBR A _ERFACA MR o A IREAR - FRAMZA R
JAHABERIE BRI A o R ah SR BEAE [ HERL ) 5 B IETR AN ]
MR o ZBE - TR - 7R FIETTIEE - hEE
ANWIEBE b > SRR o AR R LA SR A B T - IR
AL BRI iR EE A5 -

SRR > — BEER T M E KT M8 g K

H
MR I > AP BT OF AT o IE AR HLEE - MR AR
il 55 14 2 i 2 0 TP R R AL R o s R PR AR > HADR
H oo FTLVEAEIRLEAR T > JUHORAEOT T AL P B - A RARRER &
B - DR AR AN KT RE R A IR 2 ] 1 o
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Academic Dialogue with Crystal ABIDIN and Niels VAN DOORN

Mapping the Platformization of Labor, Culture, and
Society

CA: Crystal ABIDIN
NVD: Niels VAN DOORN
CL: Ngai Keung CHAN and Jian LIN

CL: What has inspired you to conduct ethnographic research related
to digital platforms and internet culture? What are your major
research concerns?

CA: I am an anthropologist of internet cultures. I was born when the
internet was rolling out, so I remember buying a modem with
my parents, learning to use it, dialing it with the phone, and then
transmitting to a modem, then to a port, and then to Wi-Fi, now
wireless. Because I grew up with technology, it is very natural for
anthropologists to want to study what you are interested in. And |
enjoy social media as a private citizen. So I have social media for
work, social media about work, and then my own social media. I think
that to be sustainable in academia, you would want to do work that
you enjoy where you can because there is already a lot of work we are
made to do that we do not enjoy, like administrative loads or research
queries that are restricted by funders’ agendas.

NVD: It is so important to do what you enjoy, and I enjoy talking to people
as an entry point into larger social and structural questions. I think
it is always important to start with people’s personal stories and
experiences. I am not trained as an anthropologist. I am not even
trained as a sociologist. I am trained in communication science. But
gradually, especially during my postdoctoral, I taught myself, with the
help of colleagues in the anthropology department, to do ethnographic
research. And I found out that I really liked it. It is about doing the
kind of research that you enjoy doing, which I think is very important
because eventually, I am less interested in platforms or platform
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labor than in the kinds of lives that people make for themselves and
are sometimes unmade through various circumstances. I want to talk
about people’s lives in and by themselves, but also as entry points to
talk about larger socioeconomic problems. For me, platforms can be
an entry point, and people can be an entry point too.

I am a younger millennial. For a lot of people in our generation, the
internet is our third space or our third place. I traveled a lot and moved
around a lot. So now I ask, every time you go to a new city, how do
you work out the new transportation system and the new currencies?
Do you stand on the right or the left on an escalator? Do you drive on
the right or the left side of the road? Do you tip or not? It can be quite
disorienting, even if you are a seasoned traveler. But wherever you
go, the internet is the same. Your internet is there. Your communities
are in your pocket. Some platforms may be firewalled, but you still
understand that this is a relatively stable, calming, and protected space
that does not change so much, even though your body is transported
to different spaces. Society may have day and night times. But if you
do not fit in with the mainstream, there are other nocturnal people like
you who congregate on the internet during your “awake” times. So, I
found spaces on the internet to be a solace and a very nice space for
people who do not fit in nicely in certain spaces, or people who do not
really have the opportunity to put down roots and make their physical
space feel like home as easily.

: I think there is a clear difference in the kinds of platforms we study.

One of the differences, in relation to what Crystal is saying, is
that wherever you go in the world, physically, your Instagram will
remain somewhat the same. However, in the case of Uber or other
gig economy platforms, they are not always the same. That is also
something that interests me a lot, how the same platform company
rolls out its service in different countries with different interface
features and service options (that come with different Terms of Service
agreements).

Country differentiation.

: Yes. And I wonder to what extent social media platforms really have

a universal interface. For example, how do Instagram interfaces differ
for users in Manila and New York?
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Your feed might be different. Algorithms are definitely different. But
the mechanics of knowing where to go, where your people live, the
norms you have about reply times, when to go on in a conversation
and when to stop, and whether it is socially acceptable to be on your
laptop or text on your phone when you are in a long queue, that is sort
of universal, and it is quite comforting.

Related to what Crystal just said, you also mentioned homogenization
and platforms in your presentation for CUHK’s 60th Anniversary
International Conference Sustainability and Sustainable Media this
morning. Platforms seem to undergo the process of ““TikTokization”
or “Instagramization.” Yet, platforms change all the time; TikTok of
2016 differs from the TikTok of now. There is a nuanced evolution of
design, interfaces, and platform mechanisms such as monetization.
How should we approach the very contingent and volatile nature of
social media platforms? How can we address the evolutionary nature
of a platform in different contexts? What kinds of methodologies or
reflexive methodological imaginations can we take?

I go back to Sociology 101. Platforms will always change, and we are
always catching up. In a very basic sense, they are not the same as
they were five or ten years ago because they have evolved. But when
we situate them in society, the users are also not the same. I am not
the same person as when I used to use Instagram in my 20s compared
to now in my 30s. As a consumer who is more and more active, I have
developed different types of agency and changed the way I resist or
use the platform. At the societal level, the process of mainstreaming
or sub-culturing happens. TikTok was known as “the young person’s
app” for a long time. It was an iteration of Musical.ly before. But
then the pandemic happened. The World Health Organization
tasked young people on the app to promote and mainstream safe
handwashing practices. Companies, news organizations, politicians,
and grandparents were on board.

So, when the platform culture shifts—whether it is becoming
mainstream, venturing on the fringes, or being sidelined as marginal—
it also changes how people view it and changes how the owners of
the platforms respond to the push and pull. But I think structure is
more important. Five years ago, we were focused on technologies
like blockchain, the decentralized web, and the federated web. Now

y The Chinese University of Hong Kong Press
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in the mid-2020s, we are focused on Al, the possibilities of this
intelligence manipulating us or going rogue. With new knowledge
being accessible, we have progressed so much from discussions about
whether “algorithms are a black box or not,” and the pace of this
knowledge update keeps increasing.

: True.

As academics, we train people to make these technologies and shape
these discourses well. Our questions are more nuanced, and that means
we research platforms differently as well.

: But what remains the same is the opacity in a certain sense. There is

still a lot we do not know about platforms, and that is really annoying
because it is part of the reason why we keep trying to catch up. They
always take the initiative, and we try to study it, and people try to
work with it if they introduce a new feature or whatever. This speaks
to the importance and problem of documentation. It is important to
do longitudinal and, preferably, multi-sided research. I know it is a
privilege to do that because you need a lot of funding and time. But
that is the kind of research that I think we need more of, especially
related to the gig economy and platform labor. There is too much
snapshot-type, labor process-oriented research that focuses on issues
of precarity, control, and exploitation. While these are important
situated snapshots of platform labor from different parts of the world,
they are still just snapshots. As you said, platforms change. They
are different across spaces and change over time. In order to get a
sense of these issues, you need well-funded, longer-term, and multi-
sided research. Then, the problem of documentation comes. I have
been trying to document as much as possible when I have access to
the app. When I was working through the apps doing food delivery
and domestic cleaning, I took a lot of screenshots. I downloaded as
much marketing material and emails I received from them as possible.
Document everything you can because the chances are high that it
will not end up in the Wayback Machine. Meanwhile, we can use the
Wayback Machine much more than we are currently doing. What I am
saying is that there is a lot of room, hopefully, for more longitudinal
research. We need to think hard about how we document what we see
on the internet, in the interface, and the different types of features they
introduce because they are constantly experimenting. The problem
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also, politically or policy-wise, is that I have been in conversation with
policymakers and the platform companies, and when you confront
them with something that workers you have spoken to say they are
doing, they either deny it, claim it is a “black box,” or say, “We no
longer do that; we have changed.” Again, you are playing catch-
up, and it becomes politically and policy-wise very difficult to make
progress with these constantly shifting “catch me if you can” types of
platforms. I do not think there is a clear solution to this because that
is the nature of research. We move very slowly and especially publish
very slowly. So I think we will always be behind, but the importance
lies in documenting and then reflecting on what we have been able to
salvage and grasp and then creating a story of what happened. From
there, we can try to extrapolate what will be or what might be in a
particular institutional setting or national context.

CA: The depressing thing when platforms grow old and decay is the sense
of resignation—this is just the way things are; we will be holding
to these perceptions, no matter how they change. But the nice and
promising thing is that users have agency and are creative with
subversion or resistance. Then, you get this wonderful proliferation
of off-label uses, where things are creatively used for purposes that
they were not originally designed for. That gives you a lot of hope
that despite the agenda of “big corporations” and “big platforms,”
users will always find a way to push back. Thereafter, it is a matter of
corporations and platforms catching up to see how they can censor,
modify, and curtail their users. I am always looking at these users
on the fringes. There is depression and aging when we grow old on
platforms, but there is also hope when you can see all that pushback,
which I appreciate very much.

NVD: Yeah, and indeed, you do see similar types of pushback against
exploitation and attempts to rebalance the power in the gig economy,
although I must say the power imbalance is quite significant. What
you often see is that the small exploits, tools, and alternative apps
that gig workers develop or use get co-opted. A lot of these insights
get co-opted and then offered back to them by the platform they are
trying to navigate. I am ending again on a kind of negative note. But
this is how platforms change. To get back to the original question,
the platform does not just change because it wants to change. The
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platform constantly changes in relation to what we do because they
are constantly analyzing what is happening and trying to optimize for
various purposes like advertising, transaction costs, or something else
from their side, but not for the workers—i.e., the people who invest
time and generate value but see little in return. The transaction costs
are actually quite high for gig workers. There is also the problem of
platforms trying to stymie the resistance that drives platform changes.
We, as researchers, have to try to make sense of and document these
forms of resistance and the changes they generate. I actually wonder
how Crystal goes about documentation, except for interviews and
taking screenshots incessantly.

Millions. Millions of photographs, screenshots, notes, and licenses.
Excessive documentation. It is because they have changed so much.
Also, do it in clever ways that allow you to hide in plain sight. As I
mentioned in my talk today, I had to let go of my professional camera
because it looked like I was competing with the influencers I was
studying. But it was okay if I was taking photos on my mobile phone
all the time because that was just an accepted practice. So, other than
documenting, sometimes, if I am not quick enough to write a thing,
I “fake” a phone call. I turn on my voice notes, and I pretend I am
talking to someone, but I am actually recording my audio field notes
on my phone.

But I think that as an ethnographer, in my younger days, my
memory was better. My ability to hold information was great. But
even as I age, I am getting better at strategizing over what data to
collect and how to do it, but that is just stage 1. Stage 2 is making
sense of how all of these things connect in the temporal sense, paying
attention to important context in situ, before you even go into details
like coding or analysis. In general, ethnographers in the field rely a lot
on “absorbing” the atmosphere. For example, if we were to meet again
in ten years, I can probably remember this billboard (by the side of the
table during this interview), the same three advertisements, and this
ongoing buzzing sound (from a fridge) in the background. It is a lot of
sensory overload in a short period, which is why ethnographers really
rely on the body to absorb and to interface with the world.

Platforms nowadays have become a fuzzy word in both the
business world and academic research. How do you conceptualize
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the term “‘platform’? How do we still find this term useful for our
scholarly inquiry into actual labor experience or creator culture,
for example, from your research experience?

A sidenote that may help the conversation. My university, in its
infinite wisdom, has what they call “platforms,” which are the values
and ambitions of the university, like “enabling platform” and “future
platform.” To them, a platform—Ilike pingtai *F-& in Chinese—is
basically a stage, an avenue where you decide to amplify something.
However, they also borrow the metaphor of a platform with structure,
governance, and our participation in it. So it is no longer just about
values, missions, and beliefs but a structure that we are agreeing
to participate in. There is a coherent organization, even if the only
organization is a website with words that say, “This is where we
are.” But that is the borrowing of corporate language to appear more
organized and structured, to have the veneer of shininess or stability.
It gives people the buy-in to say, “Yup, I am now here, and I am
contributing as an individual at the grassroots level, building a startup,
and participating in an already established system.” It allows them to
go in with a bit of blind faith. I can see the value in that metaphor.

I direct the IER Lab at Curtin, and in 2023, we worked with
a really wonderful multicultural, multilingual group. Guo Jia and |
(Abidin & Guo, 2023) wrote a report entitled “Platformed Creator
Discourse in Chinese Markets.” In short, we were very tired of people
saying, “Oh, internet celebrities and influencers, it is just the same
as wanghong #%L.” Depending on the platform you are on, the term
wanghong may or may not be appropriate. Depending on whether
you are in Tier 1 to Tier 4 in Greater China, your product and your
practice, wanghong has different currencies, or it might just be an
empty signifier. We can study this in many ways, like press research
and archival reviews. We can even study platforms and the way they
change the discourse, which is what we did. We felt that while people
had their own vernacular uses of these varieties of terms, platforms
wanted to wrestle control and mainstream some terms over others. For
instance, while in the past you were a “user,” calling you a “creator
partner” made it feel like you are not being “exploited” to provide
free labor and content, but instead “collaborating” with platforms.
Technically, the practice is still the same. You are volunteering free,
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user-generated content, but the discourse helps you perceive this as
being voluntary, as if you are an equal.

To your other question, I think we can map all of the ways
platforms have historically been “sneaky” in changing design elements
without notifying us, but that would require systematic research that
can be undertaken by a lot of disciplines, such as web archaeologists,
archivists, and historians. If I want to study this as an anthropologist,
I want to know: What did people feel in the “glory days” of gig
economy culture? What was the optimism? What were the “vibes,”
as young people say these days? Why did people feel like this was
the gaochao {Fi#, the climax of the phenomenon? As the industry
decayed, what were the sentiments again? How did the culture
shift? How did people respond differently? I think these temporary
experiences or reflections cannot be documented in a screenshot or
via the Wayback Machine. You have to capture the present in time
and then look back at it in retrospect. The value of doing this allows
you to triangulate these experiences with what the platforms actually
announced and what the reporters surmised to be sentiments from the
ground, etc.

: Yeah, and it is actually those tensions and contradictions that matter,

and they are great to report on as a researcher. I do not see the problem
with a platform being a fuzzy concept. For our journal Platforms &
Society, this is a very good starting point that we actually want to
cultivate.

The comment about the fuzziness of the platform concept comes
from different disciplines. For example, Jian recently received a
comment on his submitted book manuscript saying, ‘“Platforms
have been a buzzword. Everyone is talking about platforms.
Why do not you just talk about the Chinese internet instead of
Chinese platforms?” Of course, we know platforms are different
from the older term software. It is important to talk about how
the transition from software to platform happened and what new
features emerged in this process. In your research and writings, do
you also intentionally emphasize that you are studying platforms?
Do you see platforms as technical entities or assemblages still
matter in your research subjects?
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NVD: I say that I study platforms and platformization very explicitly these
days. But that is also strategic in terms of my professional life. I spent
many years feeling deeply awkward when people asked, “What do
you do? What do you know? How were you trained? Where do you
study?” I sometimes hesitate, but I say that I study platforms and
platformization to give me a foundation or a point of reference for
others. I know that people will have some idea of what that means.
At the same time, as you heard today, ultimately, I am less interested
in platforms themselves—whatever they are—but more interested in
how they serve as a stepping stone or as an entry point into thinking
about particular life worlds, structural issues, inequalities, and so on.
So I am interested in what Shapiro and I (2023) recently called the
platform-adjacent approach—thinking about the flexible and porous
boundaries of platforms and how they engage in boundary work. It is
definitely not just a technical thing. Returning to Helmond’s (2015)
platformization of the web—the process of making the web platform-
ready—I am interested in questions of what it means to make other
types of environments beyond the web platform-ready. If we think of
it beyond the technical elements like API and data, what other social,
policy, and environmental layers need to be adjusted to be platform-
ready? What does that do in terms of the boundary work between
platforms and whatever is on the outside? If you want a definition of
platforms, my favorite piece is by Bratton’s (2016) ten pages from The
Stack. Those ten pages are amazing for their conceptual abstraction,
which really allows you to place his ideas about platforms into
different spheres or life worlds. Platforms set the scene for things to
happen, usually in a transactional way. I am paraphrasing Bratton’s
work—they add value to those transactions and the people who are
doing the transactions while always extracting more value for the
platform. This is oftentimes done in a predatory way, though not
necessarily, because there are various types of platforms with different
business models. I am thinking now mainly of corporate gig economy
platforms. It is always about market-making. Boundaries are always
very porous, and there is a lot of spillover because platforms always
try to absorb what is outside and bring it inside. They navigate the
boundaries strategically because they do not need everything to be
inside their domain, or “ecosystem.” I am speaking in an abstract way,
but it is really about boundary navigation and what happens to the
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outside, which can be a city, a sector, a neighborhood, or wherever.
Once it becomes platform-ready or interfaces with a platform, it can
take many different shapes, forms, and trajectories. It depends on
what sectors and platforms we are discussing. I would like to keep it
at a general level because, for me, that is generative. And I would like
to keep it fuzzy because otherwise, you cannot hold on to varieties
and variegation. This is especially the case if we define platforms
narrowly, insisting that they have to be programmable, include an
API, and contain specific elements. It might make sense for certain
questions and purposes, but I do not necessarily think it has to be the
case because the platform is also an ideal and a model. It is part of not
just a political economy but of moral economies. It definitely has that
aura of opportunity, if nothing else. Usually, the challenges, problems,
and risks are only incurred and experienced a bit later on. But usually,
what people flock to is a space of opportunity. That is why I like to
keep it a bit fuzzy.

I have been introduced as a platform studies scholar, and I am
honored because there is clearly a very esteemed group of people
doing that work. But I have never self-identified as a platform studies
scholar, even though I do study platforms. I will always say I am
an anthropologist of internet cultures. I wouldn’t even say I am an
influencer scholar, even though a volume of my work focuses on that,
because the internet also includes pre-social media, pre-influencers,
and pre-platforms. It also stresses to whoever I am talking to my
vantage point; I am focusing on the internet as a phenomenon or
practice, or that I am focusing on culture. So, to put it more precisely,
I think the visibility and importance of platforms and what we now
call creator economies have become more prominent when these
companies co-opt the practices of influencers, branch out into
programs and partnerships, try to cut out the middleman from income
and profits, and then try to regulate the control of revenue streams.
In so doing, rather than thinking about the influencers and socio-
cultural relations, you think of business models. It is in the age of this
co-optation that platforms came to the foray because influencers are
trained by platforms and made to think like creators.

However, a lot of creators do not really practice in the same
way that influencers do. They are relying less on personal authority
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or parasocial relations and more on their content. People do not need
to know so much about you volunteering your private life or having
leadership over your community. Instead, they are just focused on
entertainment. This is like the platformization of influencer culture,
erasing some of that history and cutting out some middlemen to
focus on creators. Ultimately, the subset of the internet I really focus
on is still “internet celebrity.” You have got creators as one class of
people, influencers as another, and then there are all these people
in the periphery, the folks who are viral overnight (baohong 1§41)
or people who are there just to bring in volumes of traffic, liuliang
mingxing i B &, right? They do not actually stand out or represent
a cause. They are just there to usher in people’s eyeballs. Or there are
even people who are merely memes, they are neither influencers nor
creators, but their likeness is used on the internet. So I still go back to
“internet celebrity” as an umbrella concept because, for me, that has
longevity. It accommodates the evolution of all of these things. It also
accommodates whatever is going to come ten years from now.

This also brings up the question of interdisciplinary research.
Platform studies, by nature, are interdisciplinary. Niels also
mentioned in your opening piece for Platforms & Society that
platform studies are being fragmented (Chen et al., 2024).
What does it mean for you? It also relates to the questions of
positionality and what kinds of academic audiences you want
to address. How do you navigate this interdisciplinary and
fragmented platform scholarship?

: It is not always possible. Going back to that piece for Platforms &

Society (Chen et al., 2024), you used to study the internet, and then you
were studying social networking sites and subsequently social media
platforms, right? But then we had this protracted and ongoing moment
where platforms all of a sudden became part of basically every element
of our lives, our professions, our sectors, and economies, etc. That is
when scholars from all kinds of disciplines studying those areas also
started taking notice and focusing on platforms. Their studies shaped
the emerging field of platform research, but they were published in
different journals tied to different disciplines, such as Environment
and Planning A: Economy and Space, Urban Studies, Organization
Studies, and Review of International Political Economy. So the field is

025). Published by The Chinese University of Hong Kong Press
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emerging yet in a fragmented way. We, as aspiring editors, felt there
was a need for a place to gather these different strands of platform
scholarship. The field may remain fragmented to a certain extent, and
that is fine, but we at least wanted to have a dedicated journal for the
study of platforms and platformization.

It is a “field” versus a “discipline” issue. I collaborate with a lot of
people outside of disciplines when I am working in a field. Whether it
is influencers, celebrity studies, creator studies, the gig economy, the
platform economy, or whatever you want to call it, I think we have
different responsibilities and a different agenda. When you identify
as a field expert, you set the terms of reference and go in-depth.
However, you also need to be equipped with at least one or two core
disciplines to help elucidate concepts. But your responsibility is to
make sure this concept has relevance to multiple disciplines so people
can take your in-depth research as a term of reference. But when you
are approaching this as a topic or a subject of study from different
disciplines, like the topic of sustainability in the last two days, your
job is to reconfigure how this phenomenon can be studied within the
parameters of your discipline. You are not the topic expert. You are
the discipline expert trying to illuminate how we can see this problem
differently.

So I think the field experts, or people who identify as field-based
scholars, you are at the forefront. You have to be, because you have
to keep capturing what is new and then set the terms of reference and
parameters. But discipline experts are also important because they
are the ones who ensure that all of this is documented, systematic,
and then embedded into the syllabi that we teach our students or that
theories are mainstreamed into whatever we study.

Over the two days of the conference, we were offered dozens
of definitions of sustainability, which is good. It would have been
wonderful if we had an opening keynote or a comment about what the
field of sustainability is today, with their terms of reference, and then
perhaps after that, splinter into our disciplines. I do see value in that.
I do not think the fuzziness is a problem. I think it is good because it
means we are attacking from different vantage points. It also means
that the research matter is sustainable because there is always someone
covering something. The trap is a sense of competition, of maybe some
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disciplines wanting to own some fields a bit more, whether through
method, definition, or approach, or some field experts wanting to push
some disciplinary agendas over others and not being interdisciplinary
in the dialogue. I think this negotiation requires a bit of generosity and
a collaborative spirit, rather than just wanting to stamp your name on
a thing or a definition and be like the “god” who created a subfield or
something.

And we need interdisciplinary dialogue. Picking out the word
embeddedness again, we tend to still think about or study platforms
as a siloed phenomenon or a distinct object that you can study, like
the “gig economy,” as I was saying today. But we need all those
field experts and disciplinary experts to show us how particular
platformization trajectories have happened and how they are very
much embedded in existing institutional settings. Then, you can learn
from them and keep expanding and problematizing our inevitable
efforts to capture the meaning of the platform concept and to figure
out what a platform is or does. So, keep the fuzziness alive. I think we
agree on that.

Platform studies always converge on some notes about governance.
Sometimes we focus on the governance and regulation of platforms,
especially in research on the gig economy. When it comes to creator
culture, we also talk about how social media is governed and how
social media should be governed. But at the same time, we also
talk about the power of creators in the process of governance. For
example, we discuss how they engage with their own community
and how they exert greater influence in their own online culture
and community. How do you approach the question of governance
in your own research?

There are a lot of great scholars studying governance quite literally
by surveying what the governments and the platforms say and going
through their policies. For me, it goes back to the question of the
parameters. In 2022 to 2023, Xu, Hutchinson, and I (2023) published
a special issue in Policy & Internet, looking at influencer regulations,
governance, and socio-cultural issues in Asia. In this special issue,
barely any of the papers really focused on “Big G” governance. There
was governance at the grassroots level; for example, these gossip
sites, these subreddit threads, and these troll blogs and comment

5). Published by The Chinese University of Hong Kong Press
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sections were actually the ones conducting vernacular governance.
Journalists would then take notice of the issues they raise and the
scandals they spotlight and write a piece about it. When the public
reacts, governments would then feel pressured to do something. That
is governance. Usually, in the context of Asia, we expect governance
to improve and evolve as a reactionary response rather than being
preemptive, because there is already the overarching discourse of
many Southeast Asian governments being too paternalistic or too
punitive. But it feels “fair” if the government is being reactive to an
issue raised by the citizens, who first enact these types of disciplinary
mechanisms through online shaming, for instance.

The IER Lab also published a report in 2023 called “Benchmarking
Influencer Regulations in the Asia Pacific” (Abidin & Hong-Phuc,
2023). We looked at what the government regulations said about
influencers, digital cultures, and platforms that can be applied to
influencers. We were trying to figure out where specific perceptions
of influencers came from. Why is it so important for governments to
define terms like “labor”? If it was children engaged in family labor,
as in working in a family business, then most governments are less
stringent about regulations because they are usually paternalistic
in Southeast Asia and believe that families are the “basic unit of
society.” But what are the blind spots and gaps if we leave parents to
be guardians and employers over their children at once? In another
example, it was important for some governments to consider “time”
in defining “child labor”; work is permitted before ten at night, but
thereafter, it is prohibited. Who will be policing these cut-offs, though,
if your workplace is in the home? What if being on social media is part
of your job? I think it was important to do the benchmarking across the
Asia Pacific, to peel back the layers to see where the principles come
from. The big question is, is there anything universal or regional about
this part of the world that may offer us different insights when studying
platform governance?

NVD: You are right. In the gig economy and platform labor scholarship,

platform governance usually refers to government regulation. But I
think we can take some cues from creator studies and other fields like
social media studies. Gorwa’s (2019) work on the governance by and
of platforms is very relevant. The so-called gig economy is just a very
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different set of institutional environments, embedded in a variety of
mostly low-wage service sectors. Creators are very visible and very
vocal. They have leverage. I am generalizing here, of course, but what I
mean is that they can make their voices heard more easily than a lot of
gig workers can. I am not even talking about taxi drivers and delivery
workers, but domestic cleaners and care workers. It is much harder
for them to be visible and participate in co-governance of any type
around these platforms. Also, when the word “government” comes up,
we usually think of ameliorative or redressive action by a government
in the form of regulation. But we should think of government in the
broader sense of the term, which includes governance by platforms.
The gig economy research usually talks about this in terms of
algorithmic governance and perhaps the terms of service agreements.
But there are other participants in governance processes. There are
other actors and conditions that are too often left out, again because
we primarily look at the labor process narrowly conceived, and we do
not pay sufficient attention to platform-adjacent actors. But to return
to the question, I do believe there is a fundamental difference between
the people trying to make money from gig economy platforms versus
those in the creator economy and social media economy, as well as
how they are socially situated. The nature of the labor is also different.
In the creator economy, it involves being there, being vocal, and
having people root for you. The stakes can be higher. It scales quicker.
And you have a reach. Gig workers do not have that unless they go on
the streets, but again, that is mostly masculinized and done only by
taxi drivers and food delivery workers. That is why, again, we think
of regulations when the word “governance” comes up. But there are
really different environments. When we talk about platform work, I
think we can have a conversation about the commonalities, like the
ways platforms use data and algorithms, etc. Those are kind of the
basics, but there are such different industries, such different actors,
and such different stakes. The nature of work is different, and the
compensations and where the money comes from are very different.

Both of you have done rich research on creator cultures or
platform labor. If you look at the larger picture, we actually have a
growing interest in platform studies and creator culture, especially
in our region. For example, a number of early-career scholars and
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students from China have published a lot about these issues in
Chinese as well. What would be your recommendations to those
who are newcomers to the field? What would be the lessons you
want to share with them?

CA: 1 love this question. If I am speaking specifically to students in the
Asia Pacific (APAC) or the Global South, i.e., not middle-class
American students, I would tell them to have confidence in their
work. While you may need to narrate your terms of reference for
what a specific platform or phenomenon is, and people may pass your
work off as just another “cultural case study,” do not belittle your
scholarship. Despite the misperceptions, we all benefit from learning
from culturally nuanced and comparative studies in this region. I
think a lot of students start off with a very specific, unique, and niche
interest because that is where their interest lies, which is great. But as
their studies evolve, the students feel they need to become more and
more “mainstream,” to speak the language that they think “mainstream
academia” or white folks speak. So, confidence is important.

If I were speaking to the graduate students in general, I would
say it is important to read. I think we are very eager to self-publicize,
present, and package ourselves on social media; it can’t be helped
when the job market demands it these days. But we do not write nearly
enough. And even if we do write, we do not read widely enough. So
when we study new phenomena, we end up coming up with “fancy”
vocabulary without going back to the questions of theory, frameworks,
or concepts, or what research questions are important and valuable.
It is great if you have coined a new term, but what’re the conceptual
underpinnings? What is the purpose? What are the implications? What
have people written about before? I do not think we have enough time
to read. The Key Performance Index (KPI) for graduate students feels
like they are to go to conferences, publish, and write. You do not get
acknowledged or public recognition for reading ten books, to list an
example. But you can get through ten short, snappy articles written by
a pop culture journalist easily; yet, the rigor, depth, and intention of
these popular media pieces are different. So, read.

NVD: I wish I could read more. Also, if you are interested in a particular
topic, you need to focus on that. Stick to that topic and see how
platforms are involved in the broader context. The other thing is to
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reach out to more senior scholars. Reach out to us! I have noticed that
especially students do not really do that. Just reach out and send your
work. Of course, we will not always have time to read all this work,
but it is really important to at least introduce yourself and to develop
your ideas in dialogue with people who have been active in the field
longer and whose work you really like.

I think it is really important to reach out to senior scholars, take the
initiative, and whatever you call. Zunlaojingxian & #Z4E, like
paying your respects to your elders, so to speak. But at the same
time, peer review the people that you want to approach because some
scholars are a bit “gatekeepy” and competitive about their field and not
as generous to the next generation. Also, while I think it is important
to network “upwards,” you also need to network “sideways” with your
cohort. For myself, I can easily explain why I study specific types
of internet cultures to people born in the late 1980s, and they would
understand. It would be different for people born in the 2000s now.
There is value in generational camaraderie. When you become a senior
Ph.D. student, network “downwards,” so to speak. What can you share
with your junior scholars based on your experience? Maybe the advice
should be given to the more established middle-career and senior-
career scholars. We should go and sit at the graduate student table and
make ourselves available, rather than wait for the email introductions
that we know we will not read because there are too many streaming
in each day.

: Yes, that is a fair point. And that is also what I like about the annual

Association of Internet Researchers (AolR) conferences. They
include pre-conference workshops and mentoring programs that
stage interactions between junior and senior scholars that are really
useful. What I get a lot from students, also in these contexts, is that
the more you read, the more you get the feeling that everything has
already been researched. But there is always something new to say!
As we discussed, the landscape is constantly changing. Platforms are
constantly changing. Societies are constantly changing. Research is
constantly changing. So do not think that everything has been said! Do
not let that cripple you. Then again, that sense of the field’s saturation
with respect to a certain topic and the frustration it conjures can also
be positive. So maybe another piece of advice or suggestion would
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be to write from that place of dissatisfaction and frustration about
the state of the art. I am a firm believer in the power of the negative,
of negation, and its ability to forge productive change. So latch on to
what you see as the field’s shortcomings and blind spots and take it
from there.

Sometimes, the senior scholars are wrong!

: Yeah, that is a good point.

They do not see what you see. Sometimes, it still feels weird to call
myself a “senior scholar.” I was literally recently an early-career
researcher; I graduated nine years ago and took a lot of time off for
caring responsibilities and parental leave. But sometimes we do not
catch up with the times. Sometimes, we do not have the vantage
points of people living in other milieus. There is no need to always
defer to “authority” or “seniority.” It is good to read, understand the
background, build on that, and stand on the shoulders of giants. But
you do not always have to stand in the shadows. You can go and do
your own work and be proud of it.

: And do not forget that once scholars get to a certain seniority level,

they take on other types of duties instead of doing cutting-edge
research. That is not a criticism. That just will happen, which is the
life cycle of academia. It is a cliché, but it is true. So savor those years,
especially in graduate school, where you can just read a lot, hopefully,
because later on, that is not going to happen so much anymore.

SRR A U PP SOR LA 2 B B B B e AN BT o

Acknowledgement

Thanks to Hao LIU (M.Phil. Student) of The Chinese University of Hong

Kong for assisting with translating and editing the text.

WE

ey

i

RSN ARG TEAE M 22 %€ o

39



40

Copyrighted material of: School of Journalism and Communication, The Chinese University of Hong Kong
School of Communication, Hong Kong Baptist University (2025). Published by The Chinese University of Hong Kong Press
ALL RIGHTS RESERVED

Communication and Society, 72 (2025)

Disclosure Statement

No potential conflict of interest was reported by the authors.

iRl ]

~

ARSCRHEIHH R AR -

Funding

This article was not funded by any project grant.

ORCID

TEEWHE - BFTHCT (Crystal ABIDIN) https://orcid.org/0000-0002-5346-6977
JefgH - £ & (Niels VAN DOORN) https://orcid.org/0000-0002-7379-8661
2555 (Ngai Keung CHAN) https://orcid.org/0000-0002-5848-3098

Hf (Jian LIN) https://orcid.org/0000-0003-0436-0858

2E Rt

Abidin, C., & Guo, J. (2023). Platformed creator discourse in Chinese markets.
Influencer Ethnography Research Lab (IERLab), Faculty of Humanities, Curtin
University. https://ierlab.com/platformed-creator-discourse-chinese.

Abidin, C., & Hong-Phuc, N. L. (2023). Benchmarking influencer regulations in
the Asia Pacific. Influencer Ethnography Research Lab (IERLab), Faculty of
Humanities, Curtin University. https://ierlab.com/benchmarking-apac.

Abidin, C., Xu, J., & Hutchinson, J. (2023). Influencer regulations, governance and
sociocultural issues in Asia. Policy & Internet, 17(1), e340.

Bratton, B. H. (2016). The stack: On software and sovereignty. The MIT Press.

Chen, J., Van Doorn, N., Grohmann, R., Pollio, A., & Soriano, C. (2024).
Introducing Platforms & Society. Platforms & Society, 1, 1-2.

Gorwa, R. (2019). What is platform governance? Information, Communication &
Society, 22(6), 854-871.

Helmond, A. (2015). The platformization of the web: Making web data platform
ready. Social Media + Society, 1(2), 1-2.



Copyrighted material of: School of Journalism and Communication, The Chinese University of Hong Kong

School of Communication, Hong Kong Baptist University (2025). Published by The Chinese University of Hong Kong Press.

ALL RIGHTS RESERVED
Mapping the Platformization of Labor, Culture, and Society

Van Doorn, N., & Shapiro, A. (2023). Studying the gig economy “beyond the gig™:
A research agenda. SSRN. http://dx.doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.4583329.

AR 5| A

RGBT R - U2 R - BREE - M@ (2025) o (B5H) - SCfL B
HAERT-AIL) o CEFHALEET) > SB720 > H1-41 -

Citation of This Article

Abidin, C., Van Doorn, N., Chan, N. K., & Lin, J. (2025). Mapping the
platformization of labor, culture, and society. Communication and Society, 72,
1-41.

41



