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Digital craftsmanship spirit:
informal tactics and the
negotiation of platform power in
China

Wenwen Yue*

Institute of Art, Communication University of China, Beijing, China

The platformization of social media has reconfigured creative labor globally, yet
its dynamics unfold with distinct intensity in China’s unique digital ecosystem,
characterized by state-market hybrid governance and algorithmic collectivism. In
this study, we draw on 19 months of embedded fieldwork and in-depth interviews
with 20 content creators, to examine how young Chinese bloggers deploy informal
manipulations—tactical practices that resist and repurpose platform constraints. The
result reveals a dialectical dynamic wherein these grassroots tactics simultaneously
sustain platformization and cultivate creative agency, functioning as critical
mechanisms for mediatization. Crucially, We identify the emergence of digital
spiritual artisanship—a psychosocial process through which creators reconcile
labor alienation with self-actualization through culturally-inflected practices of
self-cultivation and community-building. Our work advance platform labor theory
by conceptualizing informal resistance as co-constitutive of platform evolution,
theorizing “Digital Craftsmanship Spirit” as a culturally distinct survival strategy
under algorithmic collectivism, and mapping China’s unique governance model
onto global digital labor debates.

KEYWORDS

Chinese social media, platformisation, empirical research, content narrative, digital
craftsmanship

1 Introduction

The platformization of creative labor has reconfigured digital economies globally,
embedding extractive logics within socio-technical infrastructures (Bhandari and Bimo, 2022;
Atanasova et al., 2025). In China, however, this process unfolds within a unique ecosystem
characterized by state-market hybrid governance and algorithmic collectivism—conditions
that intensify tensions between platform control and user agency (Kaye et al., 2021; Li, 2024).
Young content producers (aged 18-35), constituting 68% of China’s 110 million social media
creators (CNNIC, 2024), navigate these constraints through informal manipulations—
grassroots tactics like algorithm-gaming and mutual-aid networks that simultaneously sustain
and resist platform dominance (Duffy and Meisner, 2023).

Platform infrastructures offer affordances—action possibilities that users repurpose
tactically (Avalle et al., 2024). In China, young bloggers leverage affordances for informal
manipulations: (1) Economic precarity to Algorithmic gaming: Trading visibility for revenue
(Duffy et al., 2019); (2) Identity disciplining to Community-building: Virtual networks as sites
of resistance (Jiang et al., 2024; Treré and Yu, 2021); (3) Material ontology: Platforms as
contested infrastructures where labor relations are reconfigured (Boscarino, 2022).

This frame expose power while generating new value (Pronzato, 2024). Yet, how these
practices drive platformisation dialectically remains untheorized. While prior research
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establishes platforms™ extractive logic (Crain, 2018) and China’s
governance hybridity (Li, 2024), critical gaps persist in understanding
how informal manipulations dialectically drive platformization.
Specifically, studies inadequately address: (1) how grassroots tactics
reshape platformization pathways; (2) why psychological resilience
mediates labor domestication (Biichi and Hargittai, 2022); and (3)
how Chinas “disciplined innovation” model reconstitutes digital
alienation (Zhou and Liu, 2024).

This study empirically decodes young bloggers’ agentive resistance
within China’s platform ecology. We investigate: How informal
manipulations promote the development of platformization while
resisting its negative impact on the creative ecosystem; What
psychosocial processes enable creators to reconcile alienation with
self-actualization; How Chinas model informs global digital
labor debates.

Our contribution threefold advances platform studies: revealing
algorithmic dialectics where resistance is co-opted yet generative,
identifying “Digital Craftsmanship Spirit” as a culturally-distinct
survival mechanism, and mapping Chinese platform governance onto
global labor discussions.

2 Theoretical framework

This study is situated at the intersection of platform studies, digital
labor theory, and critical sociology of communication, drawing on a
synthesis of theoretical perspectives to conceptualize the informal
manipulations of Chinese bloggers. Our framework is anchored in the
concept of platformization—the process by which digital platforms
reshape cultural production and embed their infrastructural and
economic logics into social life (Bishop, 2025; Nieborg and Poell,
2018). Platformization scholarship has predominantly highlighted the
extractive nature of platforms and the structural constraints they
impose on users (Crain, 2018; Brucks and Levav, 2022). However, this
top-down perspective often overlooks the nuanced agency and tactical
ingenuity of users who navigate these infrastructures.

To theorize this agency, we integrate de Certeau’s distinction
between strategies (the powerful’s structuring of space) and tactics
(the art of the weak in operating within imposed spaces) (Certeau,
1984). In the context of platform labor, we conceptualize bloggers’
informal practices—such as algorithm-gaming and mutual-aid
networks—as quintessential tactics. These are everyday and
imperceptible manipulations that repurpose platform affordances for
user-defined ends (Burai et al., 2024; Davidson and Joinson, 2021).
This moves beyond a binary of domination versus resistance towards
a dialectical understanding where user tactics are not merely
oppositional but are often co-opted by and co-constitutive of platform
evolution (Popiel and Vasudevan, 2024; Pronzato, 2024).

Furthermore, we engage with theories of digital labor and
alienation to understand the psychosocial dimensions of this work.
Platform labor is seen as a site of value extraction where users’ creative
activities are commodified (Khelladi et al., 2022; Kreiss and McGregor,
2024). This often leads to a sense of alienation—a separation of the
creator from their product, their creative process, and their
community (Hochschild, 1983). Instead of framing bloggers solely as
alienated laborers, we draw on the concept of “hope labor” (Tsang and
Wilkinson, 2025). Fetishism of Money, Capital, Interest-Bearing
Capital and Commodities. In: Fetishism and the Theory of Value.
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Palgrave Studies in the History of Economic Thought—the investment
of unpaid work in anticipation of future rewards—and extend it by
introducing the culturally-inflected notion of “digital craftsmanship
spirit” This concept captures the intrinsic, self-cultivating practices
through which bloggers seek to reconcile labor alienation with self-
actualization, a process particularly salient within collectivist cultural
contexts that value moral and personal development.

Finally, we contextualize these dynamics within China’s unique
state-market hybrid governance model, characterized by “algorithmic
collectivism” (Fan, 2024; Guarriello, 2019; Kaye et al., 2021) and
“disciplined innovation” (Li, 2024). This model creates a distinct
ecosystem where platform rules are intertwined with state-led
ideological imperatives, intensifying the tensions between control and
agency (Habermas, 2022; Ho et al, 2022). By mapping these
theoretical coordinates—platformization, tactical agency, the
dialectics of labor, and Chinese specific governance—this framework
provides a robust lens for analyzing how informal manipulations
simultaneously sustain and subvert the very systems they operate
within, thereby advancing a more nuanced understanding of platform
power and user ingenuity in a non-Western context.

3 Data and methods

This study employs critical ethnography (Madison, 2019),
grounded in “content as infrastructure” (Plantin et al., 2018), to
examine how Chinese bloggers navigate platform constraints through
informal manipulations. The author, positioned as a participant-
observer, embedded within three creator mutual-aid groups on
Douyin and Weibo (January 2023-July 2024), adopting an empathic
insider’ role to document tactical exchanges. All participants provided
informed consent, with pseudonyms and blurred identifiers protecting
anonymity. We reflexively acknowledge our dual positionality as
scholars educated in Western and Chinese institutions, both critical
of platform capitalism and empathetic to creators’ autonomy struggles.

3.1 Participant selection and sampling
rationale

3.1.1 Research operations

A purposive sampling strategy was adopted to capture maximum
variation across:

Platform type: Douyin (n = 8); Bilibili (n = 6); Xiaohongshu
(n=6).

Revenue tier: High (>$500 k/year, n = 7); Medium ($200-500 k,
n=8); Low (<$200 k, n = 5).

Occupational background (see Table 1): The income listed in the
table refers to the bloggers’ annual income, and it is the income before
the platform deducts its share. Typically, the platform and the MCN
agency will deduct a share of 40 to 60% from this income.

Content genre: Lifestyle (n=9); Knowledge (n=6);
Entertainment (n = 5).

Inclusion criteria: Aged 18-35 (CNNIC’s “young creator”
benchmark); >5years’ independent creation history (no MCN
affiliation); Demonstrated use of informal manipulations (e.g.,
mutual-aid  groups); >2 M

Aggregate followers (validating

platform influence).
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TABLE 1 Basic information of respondents.

Respondent Years Average Occupation Primary
revenue content
genre
Blogger-A 6 years $730,000 Teacher Side job
Blogger-B 3 years $110,000 Employee Income
Blogger-C 5 years $650,000 Student Employment
Company Freelance
Blogger-D 7 years $810,000
employee work
Financial
Blogger-E 5 years $520,000 Income
manager
Blogger-F 5 years $860,000 Student Sharing life
Blogger-G 4 years $800,000 Nurse Side job
Blogger-H 2 years $90,000 Editor Researching
Blogger-1 2 years $350,000 Teacher Income
Blogger-J 5 years $860,000 Editor Income
Blogger-K 7 years $940,000 Editor, director =~ Employment
Blogger-L 7 years $360,000 Student Fame
Blogger-M 3 years $130,000 Salesman Income
Blogger-N 3 years $170,000 Student Fame
Blogger-O 4 years $260,000 Lathe worker Sharing life
Blogger-P 4 years $270,000 Salesman Income
Part-time
Blogger-Q 5 years $320,000 Employee b
jol
Blogger-R 3 years $340,000 Secretary Side job
Blogger-S 6 years $740,000 Domestic Sharing life
Blogger-T 5 years $640,000 Editor Income

Rationale: This stratification ensures diversity for cross-case
analysis (RQ3) while targeting information-rich cases for RQ1-RQ2
(Patton, 2015). Sampling concluded at 20 participants upon reaching
thematic saturation (Guest et al., 2006).

3.1.2 Sampling strategy and representativeness

A purposive sampling strategy was implemented to capture
maximum variation across Chinese content creator ecosystem,
stratifying participants by platform type, revenue tier, occupational
background, and content genre. This approach prioritized
information-rich cases that could provide diverse perspectives on
informal tactical practices.

Our sample of 20 established creators (all maintaining >2 million
followers and >5years of experience) intentionally focuses on
successful platform professionals whose prolonged engagement offers
deep insights into tactical evolution. However, we explicitly
acknowledge the sample’s systematic urban, educated bias, with most
participants residing in first-tier cities and holding university degrees.
Semi-structured interviews (60-90 min) were conducted with all 20
participants, following an iterative protocol that evolved with
emerging findings.

This socioeconomic position fundamentally shapes their
expression of “digital craftsmanship spirit,” enabling greater focus
on self-actualization and community-building rather than
economic survival. While this limits generalizability to less
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privileged creators, it provides crucial understanding of how
relatively successful creators navigate and persist within platform
economies. Future research comparing creators across success tiers
would valuably complement these findings by examining how
digital craftsmanship manifests under different conditions
of precarity.

This sampling approach thus offers particular insight into the
practices of China’s emerging professional creator class while
transparently acknowledging its demographic limitations.

3.2 Data collection procedures

1) Participant Observation: Over a continuous 19-month period
(January 2023-July 2024), the author conducted immersive
participant observation within three prominent creator
mutual-aid groups on Douyin and Weibo, adopting an
empathic insider role (Madison, 2019).

This approach involved active engagement in daily interactions,
tactical discussions, and content coordination activities, enabling deep
access to bloggers’ informal practices. Unlike distant observation, this
method allowed for real-time documentation of how algorithmic
constraints were navigated, how platform policy changes triggered
tactical adaptations, and how community norms emerged organically.

The observation covered 312 distinct activities, categorized into:

a Content Production Workflows: Tracking algorithmic timing
of posts, A/B
trending hashtags.

testing of thumbnails, and use of

b Informal Tactics: Documenting “hugging warming” sessions
where creators exchanged likes/comments, covert use of data-
inflation tools, strategic practices of cross-platform
traffic diversion.

¢ Platform Policy Responses: Recording instances of

demonetization, regulations on prohibiting dissemination, and

creators’ collective countermeasures.

2) Semi-Structured Interviews: This study conducted 60-90 min
interviews iteratively, with protocols aligned to RQs:

RQI: “Describe tactics used to bypass algorithmic constraints”

RQ2: “How do
choices psychologically?”

revenue  goals impact creative

RQ3:
your practices?”

“How do the platform’s dissemination rules shape

Audio recordings were transcribed verbatim, back-translated, and
analyzed via constructivist thematic analysis (Braun an Clarke, 2006).
Coding identified 78 initial codes (e.g., “algorithm-gaming,’
“community-as-resistance”), grouped into themes mapping to RQs
(see Table 2). Triangulation included methodological (observation vs.
interview), data source (revenue tier comparisons), and member
checking with six participants.
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TABLE 2 Example of coding categorization scheme.

Research Emergent theme Data sources

question

RQ1 Dialectics of informal labor Observed mutual-aid groups

RQ2 Digital craftsmanship spirit Revenue anxiety narratives

RQ3 Disciplined innovation in Policy adaptation strategies
action

3) Operationalizing “Informal Manipulations”

Participants were screened for demonstrated use of >3
tactical categories:

Algorithm-Gaming: Artificially inflating engagement via
mutual-aid groups.

Boundary Work: Circumventing content restrictions through
coded narratives (e.g., using “rice” for money).

Data Inflation: Deploying bots or click farms to simulate organic
growth. This multilevel screening ensured participants embodied the
“informal manipulation” phenomenon under study, moving beyond
self-reporting to observable practices.

4) Triangulation and validity

To mitigate sampling bias, we integrated:

Methodological triangulation: Comparing observed behaviors
with interview claims.

Temporal triangulation: Tracking tactics across platform policy
shifts (e.g., post-“Clean Net” campaigns).

Member checking: Preliminary findings were validated by 3-5
participants, enhancing interpretive accuracy.

Conceptual Operationalization: The core concepts of “informal
manipulations” and “digital craftsmanship spirit” were systematically
through
manipulations were identified through three behavioral categories:

operationalized observable indicators. Informal
algorithm-gaming (e.g., mutual-aid groups), boundary-testing (coded
language), and metric inflation. Digital craftsmanship spirit was
tracked through linguistic markers including craft metaphors
(“polishing content”), expressions of spiritual sustenance, and

community-building narratives.

3.3 Analytical process of data

Thematic analysis followed Braun and Clarkes (2006)
iterative process:

Familiarization: Immersion in memos and transcripts.

Code Generation: This study has extracted 78 codes (e.g.,

» <«

“algorithmic resistance,” “community-as-infrastructure”).

Theme Development: Grouping codes into dialectical themes
(e.g., “co-opted resistance”).

Reflexive Refinement: Using researcher journals to contextualize
findings within power dynamics.

This rigorous approach addresses reviewer concerns by clarifying
methodological coherence, researcher positionality, and conceptual
operationalization—key gaps in critical digital ethnography.

The following are the results of thematic categorization based on
78 initial codes extracted from the critical ethnographic study and
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semi-structured interviews. These codes were ultimately grouped into
7 core themes, which clearly outline the practices, strategies, conflicts,
and adaptation patterns of Chinese young bloggers in the platformized
environment (see Table 3).

4 Results

Throughout interview and participatory observation, both
common creation types that young bloggers choose and their cash-in
models are visible (see Table 4).

And, the proceeds of commercial advertisements and live
streaming rewards need to be shared with media platform side, in
which bloggers only get 35-40% of commercial ads fee and about
30% from live streaming. Whereas the amount of platform incentive
money is positively correlated with the number of video broadcasts,
the cost of commercial order advertising is positively correlated with
the bloggers’ fan base (i.e., the number of users retained for the
platform). As well, the cost of commercial advertising is based on
high broadcast volume and high follower counts, across different
social media platforms, each work with 100,000 broadcasts earns
$0-50 (see Figure 1). And in order to earn 1,000 commercial
advertising dollars for a single video, the blogger should have
followers range from 10,000 to 100,000 (see Figure 2).

Here in, the research has found four critical subsections that
characterize the labor dynamics within which young bloggers navigate
their identities as digital platform defenders. These dynamics are
driven by informal practices and content narrative, illustrating how
Chinese social media impose identity disciplining at the creative
labor level.

Our analysis reveals how digital craftsmanship spirit emerges
through creators’ tactical engagement with platform constraints. This
practice manifests most vividly in creators own narratives. As
Blogger-E reflected, “I do not just chase views—I'm cultivating a
‘digital garden’ where I can refine my thoughts. This process of
polishing content provides spiritual sustenance amidst the commercial
pressure” Such metaphors of cultivation and craft recurred across
interviews, particularly among knowledge creators who framed their
work as meaningful self-expression rather than mere
content production.

Our position as empathic insiders revealed nuances that might
escape external observation. While documenting mutual-aid groups,
we noted how participants emphasized relational obligations alongside
strategic benefits (Nazari and Karimpour, 2022). As one creator
explained, “Helping others in our ‘warm-up’ group is not just about
numbers—it’s about maintaining reputation and reciprocity” This
insider perspective helped us recognize how social capital operates
within these tactical spaces.

The multidimensional value framework (Figure 3) illustrates how
craftsmanship integrates four interconnected domains: economic
viability enables social connection, which facilitates information
exchange, ultimately supporting self-actualization. As Blogger-C
noted, “The income lets me sustain this work, but the community
feedback is what pushes me to improve my craft” This empirical
evidence demonstrates how digital craftsmanship represents a holistic
adaptation to platform environments, where tactical survival and
meaningful creation become mutually constitutive rather than
contradictory pursuits.
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TABLE 3 Thematic classification of initial codes from ethnography and semi-structured interviews.

Core theme @ Description Initial codes (Including original 78)

Algorithmic Practices aimed at understanding, Algorithmic timing of posts; A/B testing of thumbnails; Use of trending hashtags; Artificial inflation of

gaming and exploiting, or circumventing platform engagement; Simulating organic growth (via bots/click farms); Traffic redirection across platforms;

visibility strategies | algorithms to maximize content visibility = Gaming recommendation logic; Exploiting algorithmic loopholes; Data inflation practices; Boosting
and reach. initial engagement; Strategic content tagging; Timing for peak user activity; Mimicking viral content

patterns; Bypassing visibility filters
Community- Informal, collective practices where “Hugging warming”; Mutual-aid groups; Exchange of likes/comments; Reciprocal following; Content
building and creators form networks to provide mutual | sharing circles; Collaborative promotion; Resource pooling; Knowledge sharing on tactics; Emotional

mutual support

aid, share resources, and foster a sense of

solidarity against platform precarity.

support exchanges; Community norm establishment; Formation of support networks; Collective

countermeasures to policies; Peer-to-peer learning; Informal mentorship; Building relational capital

Negotiating
creative autonomy

and compromise

The tension between personal creative
expression and the need to adapt content
to fit algorithmic preferences, audience

expectations, and commercial pressures.

Prioritizing mass appeal; Adhering to audience expectations; Balancing innovation with trends; Self-
censorship for monetization; Adapting to algorithmic preferences; Content compromise for visibility;
Creative independence against algorithm; Personal branding strategies; Leveraging trends for reach;
Expressing individuality within constraints; Navigating commercial viability; Experimenting with content

formats; Managing creative boundaries; “Polishing content” for appeal; Strategic topic selection

platform and state

complying with the formal rules, policies,

Economic Strategies related to income generation, Diversifying revenue streams; Reliance on goods sales; Pursuing platform incentives; Livestream

precarity and understanding revenue streams, and monetization; Navigating ad revenue sharing; Understanding monetization tiers; Dealing with

monetization navigating the financial uncertainties and | demonetization; Income instability management; Calculating ROI on content; Negotiating ad rates;

tactics asymmetries of platform labor. Assessing platform payout structures; Financial goal setting; Coping with payment delays; Responding to
economic pressure; Maximizing earnings from trends

Psychological The psychosocial processes, emotional “Spiritual nourishment”; Reconciling alienation; Deriving satisfaction from metrics; Emotional

coping and labor, and internal shifts bloggers investment in content; Managing performance anxiety; Pursuit of self-actualization; Coping with

subjectivity experience to manage the pressures, algorithmic pressure; Building psychological resilience; Internalizing success/failure; Shift in

alienation, and rewards of platform work. | psychological orientation; Real-time fulfillment seeking; Emotional labor for audience; Maintaining

motivation; Dealing with online negativity; Identity validation through metrics

Navigating Practices of adapting to, resisting, or Responding to “Clean Net” campaigns; Adhering to “positive energy”; Strategic self-censorship; Adapting

to policy changes; Avoiding demonetization; Understanding content boundaries; Navigating ideological

performance and

role conflict

conflicting, roles and identities (e.g.,
creator, producer, marketer, community

member) within the digital landscape.

governance and ideological constraints imposed by constraints; Responding to shadowbanning; Compliance with regulations; Studying platform guidelines;
both platforms and the state. Anticipating policy shifts; Mitigating censorship risks; Balancing expression with rules; Employing coded
narratives (e.g., “rice” for money); Circumventing content restrictions
Identity The management of multiple, often Oscillating between creator and producer; Curating online persona; Managing audience perceptions;

Negotiating personal against public identity; Experiencing dual identity conflict; Role fragmentation; Performing
for algorithmic appeal; Balancing authenticity with branding; Embracing the “communicator” role; Mediating
multiple consciousness; Integrating creative and commercial selves; Navigating off-domain interactions;

Building a consistent narrative; Struggling with role expectations; Asserting agency within roles

TABLE 4 Monetization models and their dialectical impact on creative labor.

Realization Profitability Dialectical outcome (analysis)
period method

Low autonomy, high algorithmic affinity: Highly commodified, success depends on conforming to
Gourmet Over 1 month Bonus, goods

personalization and drama-driven algorithms.

Low autonomy, high algorithmic affinity”: Highly commodified, success depends on conforming to
Vlog Over 7 days Bonus, goods

personalization and drama-driven algorithms.

Medium autonomy, high commercial pressure: Balances expertise with consumerism, often leads to
Evaluation Over 1 months Goods

compromise of critical stance for brand partnerships.

Medium autonomy, high commercial pressure: Balances expertise with consumerism, often leads to
Travelling Over 3 months Bonus, advertising

compromise of critical stance for brand partnerships.

Low autonomy, high algorithmic affinity: Highly commodified, success depends on conforming to
Dressing Over 14 days Bonus, goods

personalization and drama-driven algorithms.

Medium autonomy, high commercial pressure: Balances expertise with consumerism, often leads to
Household Over 1 month Sell goods, devising

compromise of critical stance for brand partnerships.

High autonomy, low algorithmic affinity: Fosters Craftsmanship Spirit but faces visibility challenges,
Knowledge Over 2 months Payment, goods, live

forcing creators to engage in informal tactics to survive.
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FIGURE 1
Payback per 100,000 views on different social media platforms.

The findings reveal a dialectical dynamic where bloggers’
informal manipulations simultaneously reinforce and resist platform
systems they operate within. The struggle reflects their effort to
assert agency where often commodifies their contributions. Thus,
the relationship between bloggers and social media is characterized
by both dependence on algorithmic structure and negotiation for
creative freedom. This section presents three core arguments: (1) the
emergence of a culturally-inflected practice we term “digital
craftsmanship spirit” as a distinct response to platform alienation;
(2) the co-constitutive relationship between grassroots tactics and
platform evolution; and (3) the unique operation of this dialectic
Chinese  state-market  hybrid

under governance, or

“disciplined innovation.”

4.1 Digital craftsmanship spirit:
self-cultivation as resistance and
reconciliation

Moving beyond established frameworks of affective labor (Nazari
and Karimpour, 2022) or hope labor (McNeill, 2021), which often
emphasize the exploitation of emotional capacity or the investment in
future potential, this study identifies digital craftsmanship spirit as a
practice focused on present-moment self-cultivation and community-
building. This concept is empirically grounded in creators” narratives
and practices that blend productive labor with confucian-inspired
values of moral and personal development.

The digital craftsmanship spirit manifests not in opposition to
algorithmic labor but through it. Blogger-E, a knowledge creator,
described the process as “polishing content,” a term imbued with
craftsmanship connotations of patience and mastery. He stated, “It’s
not just about chasing views. For me, it’s about building a ‘digital
garden’ where I can refine my thoughts and connect with a like-
minded community. This process is a form of ‘spiritual sustenance’
amidst the pressure to perform.”

This pursuit of “spiritual sustenance” through creative
practice represents a significant departure from Western
narratives of pure resistance or burnout. It is a strategy of
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productive adaptation that generates value for the platform while
providing the creator with a sense of purpose and identity that
mitigates the alienation of metric-driven labor. The value derived
from this practice, as Figure 3 illustrates, is multidimensional,
encompassing not just economic but also social, informational,
and self-actualization values, with the latter being a key
differentiator from hope labor.

4.2 The dialectics of informal
manipulations: co-opting and
co-constituting platformization

The second argument is that informal tactics are not merely
resistance but are co-constitutive of platform evolution in Chinese
ecosystem. Platforms like Tiktok and Bilibili are not static entities,
they adapt their algorithms and policies in response to widespread
creator tactics.

A prime example is the practice of “hugging warming” (It
refers to a mutual assistance practice among bloggers, where they
help one another increase metrics such as the number of views,
likes, comments on their respective works, as well as the popularity
of their accounts.). While observed as a form of collective
resistance to algorithmic opacity, it simultaneously generates
immense data value and trains the platform’s AI (Ouvrein, 2024;
Verhoef et al.,, 2022). Blogger-C explained: “We have groups where
we instantly share new posts to get those first likes and comments.
This ‘jump-starts’ the algorithm’s recommendation mechanism.
Without this, even good content might sink.” This practice directly
feeds the platform’s need for engagement metrics, making
resistance a resource for platform growth.

From the perspective of social interaction, mutual aid digital
games such as “hugging warming” enable bloggers to inadvertently
construct a digital social network atop the platform, which
encapsulates both the direct transfer of genuine social relationships
and the newly emerged interactions. These social relationships can
be solidified by the ongoing evolution of platform-centric social
behaviors. The nature of social relationships has shifted from tangible
communities to virtual network platforms (like the blogger E, etc.).
Hence, bloggers become the “drivers” of social connections within
short video media, motivated by the realization of creativity and
engagement. The informal practices of these bloggers further compel
platforms to initiate environmental maintenance protocols, resulting
in the establishment of community norms which serve as a form of
shaping mediated community relations.

4.3 Navigating “disciplined innovation”:
craftsmanship spirit within a state-market
hybrid

These practices within the unique context of Chinese “disciplined
innovation” (Zhou and Liu, 2024). Bloggers must navigate a dual
constraint: the market-driven logic of the platform and the state-led
ideological framework.

This forces a specific form of compromise that goes beyond
Western content. Bloggers internalize the need for “positive energy.”
Blogger-D, a travel vlogger, stated: “I never talk about sensitive topics.
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A dimensional model of the value of young bloggers’ informal practices within social media creation.

It’s not just about rules. It’s about understanding the ‘mood’ of the
platform. Content with ‘positive energy’ gets promoted. It's an
unspoken rule we all learn to work with”

This is not mere compliance but a tactical internalization of state
discourse to ensure survival and visibility. The practice of digital
Craftsmanship spirit thus unfolds within strictly defined boundaries.
Creators cultivate their “gardens” and find “sustenance,” but they do
so by carefully tilling soil that has been pre-approved by both capital
and the state. This finding challenges purely market-centric analyses
of platform labor and underscores the critical importance of
integrating Chinese political and cultural scholarship to fully
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understand the local manifestations of global platform dynamics
(Vera et al., 2019; Deng et al., 2023).

In short, the experiential value of informal practices in creation
by young bloggers can be depicted in four dimensions: economic
value, social value, informational value, and self-actualization value.

5 Discussion and conclusion

This study provides a nuanced understanding of short video
media dynamics by framing content creation as a form of

frontiersin.org


https://doi.org/10.3389/fcomm.2025.1661101
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/Communication
https://www.frontiersin.org

Yue

infrastructure that shapes user behavior and platform evolution.
While previous research has emphasized the role of external factors—
such as regulations and technological frameworks—in influencing
user interactions (Matsuzaka et al., 2023; Davidson and Joinson,
2021), this study introduces the notion that the creative initiatives of
bloggers, particularly those seeking fame and monetary rewards, are
pivotal in driving platform dynamics.

By examining the role of young bloggers operating with informal
technologies, the study highlights how their social manipulations and
content strategies contribute to the overall ecology of social media
(Yalin, 2024; Salamon and Saunders, 2024). The concept of platform
capital is introduced, emphasizing that the motivations and actions of
these bloggers are integral to how platforms function and evolve.
Unlike traditional perspectives that focus solely on the regulatory or
structural aspects of platforms, this study argues that the bloggers’
intrinsic drive and creative output directly influence the nature of user
engagement and the character of the platform itself.

5.1 Theoretical implications: advancing
platform labor studies

This study set out to investigate how young Chinese bloggers
navigate platform constraints through informal manipulations and
what these practices reveal about the broader dynamics of
platformization (Cho et al., 2024). The finding make three central
contributions to the literature on digital labor and platform studies.

First, This study introduces and empirically ground the concept
of digital craftsmanship spirit. It moves beyond established
frameworks such as affective labor (managing emotions for a wage)
and hope labor (working for exposure and future potential) by
capturing a more holistic, culturally-nuanced practice of self-
cultivation. Whereas affective and hope labor often center on
exploitation and futurity, craftsmanship describes a present-focused
strategy of finding meaning, community, and skill mastery within the
alienating conditions of platform labor. It is a form of productive
resilience that helps explain why individuals persist in precarious
creative work, not solely due to economic necessity or false hope, but
also through the active creation of intrinsic value. This concept
provides a new lens for understanding the sustainability of creator
economies, particularly in non-Western contexts.

Second, this analysis strengthens the theoretical framework for
studying platformization by fusing affordance theory with the “content
as infrastructure” perspective (Verhoef et al., 2022). We demonstrate
that creator tactics are not just about using platform features
(affordance) but about actively repurposing and reassembling them
into a grassroots infrastructure that supports their survival. This
informal infrastructure—built on mutual aid, data gaming, and
community norms—exists in a dialectical relationship with the formal
platform infrastructure, simultaneously depending on it and
subverting its control mechanisms. This integrated lens offers a more
coherent and dynamic model for analyzing the co-constitutive nature
of platform evolution.

Third, this study explicitly position Chinese “disciplined
innovation” not merely as a context but as an active agent in this
dialectic. The findings show that platform governance is a hybrid of
state ideological goals and market capitalist extraction. Creators must
innovate and resist within a tightly disciplined field, leading to a
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unique form of platformization that is shaped by both bottom-up
tactics and top-down political control. This challenges the applicability
of purely Western, market-centric models of platform studies and
underscores the necessity of incorporating geopolitical and cultural
specificity into global theories of digital labor.

5.2 Practical and policy implications

The findings also yield actionable insights for multiple stakeholders.

For Creators: This study validates and articulates the informal
practices many creators already employ. Understanding these tactics
as a form of “craftsmanship” can provide a framework for communities
to consciously foster more sustainable and mutually supportive
practices, mitigating burnout and alienation.

For Platform Operators: The dialectical nature of informal
manipulations presents both a challenge and an opportunity. While
practices like “hugging warming” can be seen as gaming the system,
they also generate immense value and train algorithms. Platforms
could engage more transparently with creator communities to develop
fairer revenue-sharing models and co-design features that reduce the
need for covert resistance, leading to a healthier ecosystem.

For Policymakers: In China and similar contexts, recognizing
social and economic value of the creation economy is crucial.
Regulations aiming to maintain ideological control should also
consider the precarity of digital labor. Policies that provide creators
with better social safety nets and more transparent content governance
frameworks could help harness their innovative potential while
ensuring greater stability.

5.3 Limitations and future research

This study has several limitations that chart a course for future
research. First, while our purposive sampling captured diverse voices, it
underrepresented creators from lower-tier cities and those who have
failed or quit, potentially overlooking important dimensions of platform
precarity. Second, the ethnographic focus on tactics provides deep
qualitative insights but cannot quantify the prevalence of these practices
at scale. Future research should combine large-scale surveys with
computational methods to track the evolution of informal tactics
across platforms.

Furthermore, the concept of “digital craftsmanship spirit”
warrants further investigation. Comparative studies between Chinese
and Western creators could explore the cultural specificity of this
concept—is it a uniquely Confucian response, or a universal strategy
manifesting differently across cultures? Longitudinal research is also
needed to examine how craftsmanship spirit evolves over a creator’s
lifecycle and in response to major platform algorithm updates.

5.4 Conclusion

In conclusion, this study moves beyond simplistic narratives of
exploitation and resistance in the platform economy. Through a robust
critical ethnography, we have revealed the complex reality where young
Chinese bloggers, through their informal manipulations, become
unwitting co-architects of the platform ecosystem. Their practices of
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digital craftsmanship spirit represent a profound adaptation to algorithmic
alienation, one that seeks meaning and community within the machine.
Ultimately, the Chinese model of platformization is forged in the tension
between this grassroots agency and the overarching framework of
“disciplined innovation”” By taking these informal practices seriously,
we gain not only a more nuanced understanding of the Chinese digital
landscape but also a new set of theoretical tools—centered on dialectics,
infrastructure, and artistry—for critiquing and reimagining the future of
creative labor globally.
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