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*Creators with an aggroget following of 3,000-50,000 followers 
across all platforms.32

Micro Content creators* 
and their Well-being in 
the current creator 
economy



Executive Summary

Micro creators are content creators who have fewer than 50,000 
followers. Creators—both micro and macro—are scorned by the media 
as vapid. Society dubs these careers as easy, a mix of leisure and labor. 
Yet, more and more people aspire to become creators and based on 
these perceptions and opportunities for heightened visibility in online 
spaces. Despite the common knowledge that these careers are 
otherwise hard to come by and often underpaid, the idea of freedom 
to pursue creative careers continuously lures people in.



Within the micro creator community, there is a massive variety of 
content they create, reasons for creating, and hopes for their platform. 
However, the challenges smaller creators face are under-reported and 
under-studied compared to macro content creators (creators with 
over 50,000 followers). Some of these challenges overlap with macro 
creator’s like troubles with the algorithm, pleasing audiences, and 
feeling burnt out. Unique challenges that micro-creators face include 
things like balancing other jobs and growing their following.



Unlike macro creators, micro creators are also more likely to toil away 
for long hours without guarantees of achieving their aspirations. This 
phenomenon is also called aspirational labor—with aspirations like 
becoming full-time content creators, buoying their careers, or making 
enough money to live comfortably.10 From our research, we wanted to 
find out the challenges unique to micro-creators and see how current 
platforms and audiences were treating them.
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This research sets out to explore the world of the creator industry and 
those who create within it. More specifically, this research report aims to 
understand the barriers and challenges among Micro Creators (creators 
with 3,000 - 50,000 aggregate followers across all platforms) and how 
they maneuver the new and exciting world that is the modern creator 
economy.32 The inspiration for this topic came from our group's 
individualistic interests that culminated into one overarching issue. We 
wanted to explore a space that played in the creator economy due to 
NFT's (nonfungible tokens) rise and an interest in the social-cultural 
phenomenons cultivated through fandoms. Through these topics and 
the help of our advisor, we were able to narrow down our space to that 
of micro creators in the creator economy.

This report summarizes the process and results of our qualitative 
research activities conducted over three months. Our qualitative 
research participants were micro creators that were found online 
through social and creative platforms. Through a ten-day diary study 
and semi-structured interviews, we gained a better understanding of 
the existing barriers and challenges faced by micro creators and their 
inspiration to continue in a landscape that seems to be a forever uphill 
battle against those participating. Beyond that, we were able to clarify 
and test key assumptions we had regarding micro-content creators. 

We also conducted many subject matter expert interviews with 
research in social media, content creation, and even well-being in the 
modern-day workforce. These interviews helped us understand the 
current creator economy and the overarching themes seen in creators 
that are barriers faced when participating in this landscape. However, 
the exciting part is that most of our expert interviews were with people 
who focused on Macro Creators, and the information gained needed to 
be tested against our primary stakeholders, forcing a sense of 
assumption into most of our preliminary research. 

Introduction

Some Context



We began our research with a literature 
review within the space of the creator 
economy through the lens of micro 
creators. We gathered information from 
academic research papers, blog posts, 
news articles, websites, and even social 
media postings. The exciting part of our 
research in a space that is so new and 
rapidly changing is that most of the 
secondary literature that we were 
reviewing seemed to change every week. 
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Although this is incredibly interesting, it 
also made it difficult to understand 
what is considered concrete and what is 
considered a public hunch. This 
research allowed us to understand 
better the specific barriers and 
challenges that we, as a team, wanted 
to address when speaking to our 
participants later in the study.

Background
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Wage gaps and income inequality have 
been a long-standing issue in the world. 
The creator economy attempted to 
combat this with an open market with 
little to no barriers to entry. However, the 
lack of an evenly spread income among 
creators can be blamed on the financial 
models used by these larger hosting 
platforms that provide content creators 
with an opportunity and support to 
succeed. For example, the top 3.5% of 
YouTube’s most viewed channels only 
make around $12,000

Through our research, we have seen 
problems of industry monopolization and 
control with existing platforms,²⁵ a lack of 
a creator middle class within the creator 
economy,²⁰ and toxic expectations 
brought about by audiences, media, and 
even creators.²¹ Although there are many 
problems, we wanted to focus on the 
issues of income inequality, career 
instability, perceived negative stigmas 
around the idea of content creation as a 
career, and external pressures that have 
cultivated the mindset of grind culture 
and negatively impacting creators. 

Our secondary research looked at the 
stability of creator careers that are reliant 
on platforms such as Youtube, Instagram, 
Spotify, and Patreon. We found that 
creators have to worry about a few 
aspects of uncertainty that can affect a 
creator's ability to succeed on these 
platforms. These include how well the 
platform is performing, trending with 
audiences, and if the platform is 
promoting the creator. In an interview 
with Katherine Lo, a researcher at the 
Department of Informatics at the 
University of California, Irvine said, 
“people do notice at one point or another 
that they don't have a lot of control over 
the system.”⁴⁶

10MHCI+D

per year in adsense revenue.³⁰ On 
platforms such as Patreon, which are 
better due to their personalized 
payment methods and tipping services, 
only 2% of creators made federal 
minimum wage in 2017. Although this 
number has gone up over the past few 
years, the ability to reach stardom and 
even livable circumstances are slim to 
none through these platforms.³⁰



Current Problems 
Contd

Income InequalityThe exciting part with the creator 
economy is that there seems to be a 
massive influx of growth within the 
industry. However, the draw of being 
your own boss and making money doing 
what you love is a double-edged sword , 
and “it’s possible that the glamor of the 
field blindsides a lot of people to the 
negative side of earning your bread 
through your passion.”³⁸ 

Since the 1990’s the labeling of creators 
has become more defined. The forms of 
content were predominantly traditional 
forms of medium, such as authors, 
journalists, actors, and musicians. 
Historically these careers have had 
incredibly high barriers to entry and few 
options. One needed money, status, 
education, and a certain kind of identity 
to break through these fields. However, 
with the rise of technology and, 
eventually, creator platforms, the ability 
for individuals to make content, a name, 
and a career for themselves became 
possible. All that creators needed was 
some bandwidth, a camera, and an idea. 
As a means of self-expression, the idea of 
content creation has been around since 
2005, or the year the video-sharing 
website YouTube broke through the 
entertainment industry. 

industries, such as Hollywood and larger 
television/cable. The industry itself is 
growing at rapid rates. Currently, the 
current creator market is worth 8 billion 
and is looking to grow up to 15 billion by 
2022.⁶ Even looking at only “the global 
influencer marketing industry which has 
grown exponentially from $1.7 billion in 
2016 to $6.6 billion in 2019, with an 
anticipated increase to $9.7 billion in 
2020 before the COVID - 19 pandemic.”¹⁴



However, over the past 15 years, 
platforms such as YouTube, Instagram, 
TikTok, and livestreaming sites such as 
Twitch have grown at alarming rates.⁴⁷ 
Massive stars and icons are being born 
from these platforms, even rivaling 
some of the largest entertainment 

History of content 
creation

Current problems
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Precieved Stigma

These two problems are entirely out of 
the creator's control and usually kept 
hidden due to a lack of transparency 
between creators and platforms. 
Researcher Zoe Glatt has stated, 
"[creators] are merely hosted by 
platforms, and thus do not enjoy any of 
the labor rights of an employee."¹³ No 
matter how successful the creator is, they 
will never have total control over their 
career while using these platforms. 

External pressures have been cultivated 
from the mindset of grind culture that 
we have seen in both the gig economy 
and the creator economy.²⁹ Due to 
platform algorithm pressures, audience 
pressures, and even comparative 
pressures placed by the creators 
themselves when looking at their peers, 
there is a feeling and somewhat 
requirement to constantly work, create, 
post, and engage at all times not to fall 
behind. Researcher Zoe Glatt states, “In 
Beating the grind without losing your 
mind (VidCon USA 2019 Panel), in which 
creators talked about the never-ending 
churn of content production and the toll 
it was taking on their creativity and 
mental health.”¹³ Through this structure, 
a true sense of fatigue and burnout has 
been rising amongst creators.²⁸

Beyond the idea of platforms working 
against their creators is the concept of 
stigma. Most people tend to discredit 
and minimize the work that goes into 
this field. Due to its newness and lack of 
connection and compatibility to 
common jobs and industries, it is seen as 
a black sheep of sorts and criticized. 
However, the curated public-facing view 
that everyone sees is not the reality for 
the creators themselves. The amount of 
hours, risks, effort, and mental taxation 
behind the scenes is truly astonishing 
but never seen by the public eye.³⁵

Now that we have built a foundation of 
the current creator economy related to 
content creators, we have developed 
some fundamental research questions 
and critical assumptions in our research. 
We aim to answer these questions and 
hypotheses through our expert 
interviews and primary research with 
active creators in the industry today. 
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Career Instability 
Contd

External Pressures

Moving Forward

Research 

QUestion

Sub Questions

Assumptions

What
do micro 

Creators face when it comes 
to their

in their day-to-day life 

 barriers and 
challenges 

 content creation on 
various platforms, as well as 

behind 
the scenes?

What are the key metrics micro influencers follow 
and define as success?

All content creators face burnout and mental 
fatigue.

What drives creators to create? The eventual goal 
for micro influencers?

Certain creator spaces do things exceptionally well: 
music/collaboration, art/inspiration, and more.


How does inspiration among creators affect their 
drive versus burnout?

Creators' relationships with their fans vary from 
creator to creator.


Do content creators feel dehumanized by existing 
platforms and their fans?

What kind of relationships do micro influencers 
have with their fans?



We conducted a competitive assessment on six existing platforms 
that connect creators with their audiences in ways the popular social 
media platforms do not. These companies varied in popularity, goals, 
and features offered. We evaluated the following platforms: Fanhouse, 
Looped, BuyMeCoffee, Gumroad, Stan, and Cameo.

We formed a framework based on themes to help identify similarities 
and differences between each platform as well as if these platforms 
successfully or failed to fulfill creators' needs.

We used this criterion to evaluate the strength and weakness of each 
platform: Audience Support, Platform Transparency, Creator Growth, 
Monetary Support, Creator Support

14MHCI+D

Competitve assessment
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Audience support creator growth

Platform 
transparency

monetary support

Creator Bias
Does the website cater to creators with larger followings?

Subscription
Are creators paid through subscriptions?

Algorithm
Is there an intact algorithm that helps promote creators?

ad revenue
Are creators paid through adsense?

hacks
Are there hacks/tips creators can use to beat the platform's 
algorithm?

partnership
Does the platform provide an opportunity for creators to join 
a fund or partnership?

incentives
Is there a reward/referral system? If so, how much?

16MHCI+D

Fostering Community
Is there a way for the audience to build a community with 
other members on the site as well as creators?

Demographic
What type of audience/following will a creator attract to this 
site? Age? Gender? Income? Is it inclusive?

Platform engagement
How does the audience engage with the creators on the 
platform? How do they engage with the platform?

Algorithm
Does the platform mention the use of an algorithm?

Creator Support
What ways is the platform supporting the creator?

company goals
Does the company state its goals? What are they?

methods methods
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Creator Support Key

Excellent Satisfactory Needs improvement unknown

A summary of our synthesis. In order from top to bottom: Fanhouse, 
Looped, Buy Me A Coffee, Gumroad, Stan, and Cameo.

We used this key to synthesize each platform's strengths and 
weaknesses. Excellent: hits all main criteria subcategories. 
Satisfactory: misses one to two of the subcategories. Needs 
improvement: misses three or all of the subcategories. Unknown: no 
indication of any of the subcategories.

Demographics
Who are the target audience? Ages? Gender? Devices (e.g, 
mobile, computer)? etc.

Inclusivity
In what ways does the website show that it's inclusive? Does it 
accept all types of creators (e.g., adult content creators)?

Community
Is there a place for creators to communicate with each other 
and share tips? Is it within the app or elsewhere?

methods methods



What we learned

Based on our synthesis, we learned that platform transparency is vital, 
as a creator should know what to expect from each platform when 
they sign up. Even though these six platforms have made changes to 
support creators better than the popular platforms, they lack the 
supportive features and fluidity of an older and more developed 
platform. A few repeating pain points that we saw were:

Requires an Existing ‘Strong’ 
Following

Most of these platforms require the creator to have an existing 
following and rely on features of other platforms for audience 
members to know they are on these new sites. 

Limitations on Interactions

More than one of these platforms had restrictions on interactions 
that would potentially inhibit the fostering of communities 
between audiences and networks between creators.

Lack of Discoverability

The lack of searching features and explore pages make it very 
difficult for audiences to find creators if an audience member 
was unaware that a specific creator was on the platform. 

Bad UI and Layouts

A good UI and varying layout options make or break a website. 
Some of these platforms have clunky and outdated designs. The 
clunkiness affects the usability, which is necessary not only for 
the audience but also for the creators.

Time-Consuming to Keep Up

The volume of work creators juggle to keep up on their primary 
accounts makes it virtually impossible for most creators to 
participate on platforms lacking essential features. amount

MHCI+D19 20MHCI+D
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After reaching saturation from conducting secondary research, our 
team focused on gaining a better understanding of content creators, 
specifically micro creators, the challenges they face, and how they 
manage their well-being. We peeked into these creators' lives through 
a 10-day diary study and virtual ethnography of their social media 
accounts on various platforms. In addition, we took a deep dive into 
the creator industry to understand its evolution over the past decade 
from experts who have intensely studied the field. 



We conducted all of our research and interviews virtually via Zoom, 
text messaging, emails, and social media. Our interview sessions 
lasted between 30 minutes to 60 mins. Each participant signed a 
consent form ahead of the study/interviews and could have their 
name scrubbed from or left in the study. Each participant consented 
to have their information and likeness recorded during the Zoom 
interviews.


Intro to research

Methods

subject matter expert Interview

Diary study

virtual ethnography

Post-diary study semi-sctructured 
follow-up interview
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Our team conducted six expert interviews (SME) to gain a deeper 
understanding of the industry as a whole and how creators navigate 
through it. Each expert has diverse experience in this field, varying in 
expertise areas and years spent studying the field. 



To meet our research goals, we sought to obtain an outsider 
perspective on the micro creator industry. This perspective provided 
us with in-depth knowledge on the trends that pointed to the current 
challenges and pleasure points micro creators experienced while 
navigating the industry. We gained insights into how the creative 
industry has changed over the past decade and how it might look in 
the future. Our team learned about creator culture: interactions with 
audiences and other creators, their well-being (focusing on burnout) 
and how it manifests in this industry, stigmas, and misconceptions of 
the industry. Lastly, these experts informed us of the different types of 
monetization on platforms and the motivation micro creators 
experience to continue hustling in this saturated industry.

Subject Matter Experts We Learned...

Recruitment + Interviews
Our team recruited each expert participant differently. We took a shot 
in the dark and contacted via social media and other experts through 
snowballing. We shaped each expert's interview questions based on 
their area of expertise (see Appendix B). These expert interviews lasted 
30 mins. Two of our experts elected to have their identities scrubbed 
on their consent forms. These two experts will appear throughout this 
report as SME 1 and SME 3.

Livestreams + Parasocial Interactions

Creator Motivation + Burnout

MHCI+D MHCI+D23 24

SME 3

"[Audiences] became invested in the 
person far outside of like the 
platform, but I do think that's 
something about livestreaming, and 
it's I think it's that peeking behind 
the curtain that really makes them 
you know it sort of draws them in...for 
the first time in a way that they 
might not just from seeing 
Instagram." 

SME 3

“[Audiences] probably in terms of 
parasocial interactions...feel like 
they're there with the [creator], they 
have, you know, experienced high 
amounts of social presence, so 
feeling like you know they know this 
creator, [that] they are friends with 
them, they really understand the 
nuances of [the creator’s] personality 
that they might not get through...an 
Instagram post or YouTube video.”


Brooke

“The tension between creation and 
promotion, you know, there's this 
idea that, ‘I'm going to get out there. 
I'm going to be a content creator. I 
am going to be, um, filming and 
editing and talking to people.’ But 
what I think leads to burnout is how 
labor-intensive the promotion 
process is.”

SME 1

"A lot of creators just keep at it, in spite of these challenges 
and hopes that their work will pay off in the future. Because 
you never know when it's going to pay off and you see it 
happened to people, you see people just pop off out of 
nowhere and go from having 500 followers having 50,000 
followers so because it feels like this could happen to you like, 
even if you're meeting roadblocks and you feel like you're not 
getting anywhere there's still this promise that it could be. A 
result of your next post or something like that could go viral 
out of nowhere, so people keep at it...because they're so 
passionate about it."

methods methods



Hustle Culture + Job Security + Lack of Network

Content Monetization + Creator Culture

Marginalization + Challenges + StigmasJasmine

"So I think, for us (Fanhouse), 
especially smaller creators or micro 
influencers, a subscription-based 
model is the best way that they can 
earn revenue."

Khoi

“...Smaller [audiences] feel like more 
[attached to] smaller creators, I think, 
who are more personality than 
talents...it's more like the person that 
you keep meeting in a coffee shop, 
and you can get to know them”

Jasmine

“Tips and ad-based are spastic and 
not very sustainable.” 

Jasmine

"I think...the challenge is 
convincing...the smaller ones that 
their content is worth [it] and that 
they have people willing to pay for it."
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Tiffany

"[There's] definitely an emphasis on 
the grind, and you know the belief 
that you know, no matter what, as 
long as you continue working hard 
and in an online space, if you make 
enough content, if you post every day 
or whatever, eventually it'll pick up or 
something will go viral there's 
definitely a belief in that and that 
definitely echoes you know American 
dream capitalist meritocracy idea."

Brooke

"But I think there's a sort of 
disillusionment when you realize 
that you have these audiences that 
are following you or you have these 
advertisers, you can lose them at 
whim"


Brooke

"And a lot of us are just like individual people all over the world who don't see other 
influencers all the time and it doesn't really feel like a real network of people or 
connections that we've made so that's something I worry about."

SME 3

[There’s a] continued stigma 
surrounding content creation, so lots 
of people still feel like content 
creators are like basically entitled 
brats who think that they deserve to 
make millions of dollars and like stay 
in fancy hotels for free, like you still 
see people and businesses slamming 
content creators, for the work that 
they do like there's still this 
perception that they're all lazy and 
they don't actually do work.”

Brooke

“Most of the targets [of hate] are 
women and certainly 
disproportionately,...women of 
color and [the] LGBTQ+ 
community,...we don't think 
about the side effects of being 
visible.”

methods methods



brookeduffy.com

Cornell Associate Professor and Author
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Dr. Brooke 
Duffy, PH.D.

Brooke Duffy is an associate professor at Cornell University. Areas of 
interest are social media, gender, identity, digital labor, algorithms, and 
promotional culture. Brooke has authored two books named “(Not) 
Getting Paid to Do What You Love: Gender, Social Media, and 
Aspirational Work” and “Remake, Remodel: Women’s Magazines in the 
Digital Age,” as well as various published academic articles in journals. 
Besides being a professor and author, many notable news outlets have 
featured her.



Brooke is our core expert. We hope she will provide us with other 
resources and experts who will clarify the assumptions we have about 
creator well-being (burnout), stressors micro creators experience 
compared to macro creators, motivators to succeed in the industry, and 
more. As most of our speculations are about macro creators, and we 
want more insight into the micro creator challenges. We also wouldn’t 
mind learning more about algorithms on different social media sites 
and how they affect micro creators.


MHCI+D 28
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Youtube.com/tiffanyferg
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Tiffany 
Ferguson

Tiffany is a macro creator whose niche includes creating weekly internet 
analysis videos on YouTube to over 690,000 subscribers. Tiffany has 
experience as a creator and a researcher who’s spent an extensive 
amount of time analyzing social media, the internet, and content 
creators. She also studied Media in college.



We chose Tiffany because we believe she could provide us with 
information about her experience as a creator who grew from a small 
creator to a macro creator over the past ten years. She will also provide 
us with vital information that she’s learned about social media and the 
creative industry from her in-depth internet analysis video series.

Macro creator and Internet analyst

MHCI+D 30
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https://jasminericegirl.com/ 
https://fanhouse.app/
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Jasmine 

Rice

Tiffany is a macro creator whose niche includes creating weekly internet 
analysis videos on YouTube to over 690,000 subscribers. Tiffany has 
experience as a creator and a researcher who’s spent an extensive 
amount of time analyzing social media, the internet, and content 
creators. She also studied Media in college.



We chose Tiffany because we believe she could provide us with 
information about her experience as a creator who grew from a small 
creator to a macro creator over the past ten years. She will also provide 
us with vital information that she’s learned about social media and the 
creative industry from her in-depth internet analysis video series.

Macro creator and Fanhouse CMO
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 https://fanhouse.app/
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Khoi

Le

 Khoi is the chief executive officer (CEO) and along with Jasmine Rice is 
one of the three co-founders for Fanhouse. He’s spent time building 
tools commonly used by creators at various startups and other 
companies such as Apple. He has a background in Immersive Design 
and Engineering Applications from Stanford University.



We chose Khoi as one of our experts because he has experience 
creating tools that uplift and empower creators in this industry. Khoi will 
provide our team with lesser-known insights on this industry that he’s 
learned from creating Fanhouse and working on other platforms and 
with creators from a designer and engineer perspective.

CEO of fanhouse
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SME 1 is a Ph.D. student who has researched social media content 
creators, social media managers, brand ambassador programs, and 
multi-level marketing practices and resistance. 



We wanted to speak with SME 1 due to their very focused expertise in our 
Capstone’s area of interest. We aim to understand the content creator 
culture, trends in these communities, and even areas of focus that we 
have yet to consider due to our newness to the topic. Through this 
interview with SME 1, we hope they can provide us with SME connections 
and different viewpoints relating to this topic.

SME 3 is a Ph.D. student who has researched algorithms, creator culture 
regarding branding,  the intricacies of lifestreaming, and the unique 
connection between creators and their audiences. 



We wanted to speak with SME 3 to learn more about interactions 
between creators and their followers and how this connection fosters. 
We were interested in learning more about live streaming platforms 
and the authentic experiences they offer compared to other platforms. 
SME 3 will provide us with insights they learned from their research 
projects that will help us expand our knowledge about this field.

MHCI+D35

Ph.d. Student Ph.d. Student

SME 1 SME 3
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Our team sought micro creators who fell in between the range of 
3,000 to 50,000 followers across all existing social media platforms. We 
gave leeway to those who fell under or over that range of followers. 
Because of our topic space, we knew most of our recruitment would 
occur online through social media. However, before reaching out to 
random creators, each team member reached out to friends and 
family, who might know someone who fits in our range. When word of 
mouth was saturated, we moved to social media cold outreach on 
various platforms. We contacted over 30 potential participants asking 
if they were interested in a 10-day diary study, a follow-up interview, 
and virtual ethnography observations. We received responses of 
interest from about half.

We created a screener created via Google Forms and sent it to 
everyone who showed an interest. This screener helped our team learn 
more about each creator, provide important information about our 
screener, and help us narrow down to a reasonable number of 
participants. We aimed for 12 participants and received ten 
confirmations. Each participant signed a digital consent form sent 
through Google Forms and a contact sheet that gathered their 
contact information and communication preferences (text or email). 

Five of our particpants elected to have their identities scrubbed on 
their consent forms. These five creators will appear throughout this 
report as P1–P5.

All participants were over 18 years old, varied in gender, location, 
content niche, years of experience as a creator, and number and types 
of social media platforms used.

Methods

Participant Primary 
Research

Recruitment and Participant Profile.
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In summary, 10 participants enrolled in our diary and virtual 
ethnographic study and agreed to a follow-up interview. One participant 
was interviewed afterward and did not participate in the diary study. 
Most of our participants were involved in more than one niche:

Platforms Use
 Instagra
 TikTok
 OnlyFan
 Twitc
 Discor
 YouTub
 Twitte
 Spotify/Apple musi
 Facebook

Creator Occupatio
 Full-Time: 
 Part-time: 7

Niche
 Plant
 Personal Financ
 Musicia
 Lifestyl
 Makeup/Fashio
 Knittin
 Disability Right
 Adult Conten
 Photography/Videography/Film

Locatio
 USA: 
 EU/UK: 
 Canada: 3

Follower
 Between our 11 participants, their followers ranged from 

~2,900–80,000 across all active social media accounts.

To peek into the day-to-day life of a micro creator, our team sought to 
run a 10-day diary study. Depending on the communication preference, 
each participant received a morning prompt at 9 AM and an evening 
prompt at 5 PM via email or text message in their local times. The 
expectation was that each prompt would take 10-15mins to complete 
during their free time in any format the participant saw fitting (written, 
audio, or video responses). In addition to the two prompts, we asked 
them to send in photos, videos, or anything related to their day.



The morning prompt included a high/low chart template for the 
creators to plot their highs and lows throughout their day. These highs 
and lows could also incorporate non-content creation moments of their 
day. They held onto the morning prompt and sent it in with the evening 
prompt.



The evening prompt included five reflection questions to help the 
participant wrap up and summarize their day. Participants would then 
send back the morning and evening prompts and any photos or videos 
they took during the day (see Appendix A for examples of the prompts).



We collected all of the prompts and placed them on timelines made 
specifically for each participant (see Appendix A for timelines from each 
participant)



At the halfway point of the study, participants could participate in an 
informal 15-minute check-in to see how their diary study was 
progressing. These were optional and did not affect their participation 
or gratuity.


Diary studySummary
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The goal for the diary study was to gather information regarding what 
creators do behind the scenes to understand them as more than just 
content creators. We also want to understand the emotional journey 
these creators have not just in the context of creating but in their 
day-to-day life as well. Through these detailed journeys, we hope to glean 
overlapping insights into the well-being of the content creators.

Morning Prompt



For the next 10 days, every single day, plot out your highs/lows of the day. 
You can use whatever method you prefer, but we’ve provided an example 
below. (Note: this doesn’t have to relate to content creation). 

Evening Promptgoals

Diary study prompts
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Prompt Response Timelines
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We collected all of the prompts and placed them on timelines made 
specifically for each participant (see Appendix A for timelines from 
each participant).

methods methods



In conjunction with the 10-day diary study, we conducted daily virtual 
ethnographic observations of our participant’s various social media 
accounts. We created a 10-day timeline split up between morning, 
afternoon, and night to track each creator group’s social media posts 
(videos, comments, songs, photos, and more). Each team member 
time-stamped and summerized the particular item/activity. Each 
activity recorded depended on the platforms used. Before participants 
consented to participate in our study, they were made aware of this 
extra observation. (See Appendix A for all participant observation 
timelines)



If a participant opted to participate in our study in a more passive way, 
we only tracked their social media accounts and kept all questions or 
assumptions to be addressed during the follow-up interview.



Our virtual ethnography helped us see the breadth of the work our 
creators did. This passive observation kept our team busy as we kept 
track of each participant's posts on all of their social media accounts.

Our goal for this added observation was to form a triangulation to 
confirm the content posted online to each creator’s social media 
account matched what each participant wrote in their daily prompt 
responses as well as what they would say during the follow-up 
interviews.

Virtual Ethnography

goals

methods methods
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Virtual ethnographic timeline
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We conducted ten post-diary study follow-up interviews over three 
weeks. 



Each interview lasted approximately sixty minutes via Zoom. 



To avoid fatigue, we limited our follow-up interviews to two a day. Our 
team asked semi-structured, open-ended questions to address our 
assumptions and areas of interest. Other questions were uniquely 
based on that particular participant’s daily prompt responses, posts on 
social media, or anything mentioned during the mid-point interview 
(if they participated) that needed clarification. 



Once the interview concluded, we thanked each participant and sent 
over the gratuity acknowledgment form via Google forms along with 
the  $40 Amazon gift card if they completed all ten days or $20 if they 
didn't complete the study.


The goal of these follow-up interviews was to dig deep into the 
content each participant sent in throughout the diary study. During 
the interviews, our team had the opportunity to learn more about the 
creator industry by asking questions regarding topics that our 
secondary or their diary study left unanswered. Such as their thoughts 
on creator networks, how they see themselves as creators, personal 
experiences with marginalization, and more.

Post-Diary Study 
Semi-Structured 
Follow-Up Interviews

goals
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??? !?!

!!!

Analysis and synthesis

coding + affinity mapping
Coding using Google Sheets.



Coding using Miro and its tagging system.

Sense-making data into insights
Tiered synthesis through Miro.
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As each diary study neared completion, each team member began 
coding their assigned participant's prompt responses. At first, we tried 
to use Google Sheets but found the tagging system and color-coding 
abilities on Miro to work better to our advantage.



Each coded piece of data consisted of a global theme, tagged with 
basic themes, a quote from the participant, and our brief analysis 
based on all of the above.

On Miro, we had two areas for coding, a collection containing most of 
the prompt responses and SME interview data and a section with each 
participant's data (prompt responses + follow-up interview) coded 
individually. Both used the same group of themes that helped us 
affinitize our data.

coding + affinity mapping Switching to Miro
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Once we finished grouping all of the data to the themes, we did a 
second round of affinitization to find key overarching insights.



We did one more round of synthesis until we reached our five finalized 
insights.

Sense-making data into 
insights
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We have five insights in total. Three 
different components make up our 
insights—an observation, the primary 
insight tied to the observation, and sub 
finding(s). Some of our insights didn’t 
have any sub findings since they stood 
well enough on their own.



Each of our observations, insights, and 
sub findings are paired with quotes to 
back up our conclusions.

58MHCI+D

As a note, not all the observations and 
insights apply to the experience of every 
single micro-creator we talked to; they 
are just general trends that we noticed 
throughout our research. We plan to 
carry these insights with us to inform 
our design principles and future 
designs. 

Our Insights

3
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being authentic is a balancing act 
for creators but necessary for 
brand representation

Creators understand that there is a certain amount of 
authenticity needed when creating content for audiences. 
Through our diary studies and interviews, we learned that most 
creators strive to be as authentic as possible without being too 
open about their lives,  as this is important for their brand. When 
creators are too authentic, they become easy targets for hate 
from their audience. So, to remain genuine for their followers 
while protecting their vulnerability, they have to find a balance.


“On receiving feedback on content "it really just came down to being true to yourself, 
because in the end, like that's really all that matters so.” 

Cole

“I am also really satisfied with my creative choice to shoot the content as “lifestyle 
content”. I like the realistic feel of bringing my audience into my kitchen with me.”

Cassandra

results results

Observation
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Platforms force creators onto a 
“single path” towards success

Audience size and volume exclusively almost measure growth 
and impact, thus putting all creators on a single track towards 
success in a way that can compromise their passion, purpose, 
and even mental health.


Insight
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“On going viral and blowing up: "when it does happen, even on a small scale of like a video 
picking up or something you're very quickly become scared of that and it's um you] wish 
for the attention, and then you get the attention, and sometimes it's not, you know what 
you anticipated.”

Sue

“If your tweet goes to 100K people you like, thats fine...but it doesn't it gets millions of 
impressions and everyone has a shitty opinion about it.”


Jasmine

Tiffany

“But then when we start getting a little attention then we're like oh my gosh cool people 
are feeling it, let me like create more and more, and then we start to get kind of lost in the 
sauce.”


results results



Creators need a large following 
to succeed but a small following 
to be happy.

Creator economy structures similarly mimic that of existing 
capitalistic leadership ideologies. The greater the platform you 
have (the number of followers you have), the more responsibility, 
visibility, and in the end, the criticism you will experience.

Sub finding

Creators with smaller followings 
tend to have stronger relationships 
with their audience

Creator's jobs are very time-intensive, and this involves more 
than just the creation of the content, but the engagement with 
their audience. Creators with a smaller following have the 
capacity to authentically engage with their audience while also 
balancing taking care of themselves on a personal level.

Sub finding

“I just see them [popular creators who are disabled] like going through so much shit and 
it's like constant for them, and they will be words like 30,000 followers on instagram...and I 
kind of don't want to get to the point where I have that many followers because... it just 
that really just diminished my ambition.”

Megan

“And I I feel like I've gotten to know a lot of people that way you feel like closer, I guess, to 
the Community and I like speak candidly I guess and it's nice to get, like, feedback I guess 
right away.”

P4

“I give props to big content creators, I feel like maybe thats why...like I have grown but I feel 
like if I dedicate more time to my content creating then I can grow faster and even more, 
but I honestly be putting my mental health first, my mind an my body I just listen to it.”

Cassandra

Tiffany

“I'm looking forward to you know, creating that community in that space for myself, so 
that I can feel more open and feel like I can connect with a smaller group of people, rather 
than like just the scariness of like shouting into the void of the public internet.” 


Tiffany

“It's scary to know that, as my channel grows it's only going to get worse and that 
pressure is only going to grow. As happy as I am to see my channel grow it's a scary and 
intimidating thing”


MHCI+D MHCI+D63 64

results results



There is a struggle to foster 
relationships with fans because 
Creators are forced to see 
followers as metrics

Creators feel tensions when fostering audience relationships and 
focusing on the business side of content creation. Follower 
counts are metrics for monetary benefits, and this comes into 
direct conflict with the creator's desire for natural human 
connection.

“Maybe every time you post you're losing followers that's definitely a position that I've been 
in in the past and yeah it's really hard to continue at that point where you're you feel like 
you're putting Everything out there you're giving it your all your being creative you're trying 
to have fun with it, but it's hard when. It doesn't seem to be going that way.”

Tiffany

“I've been doing her [my sister's] social media y'all... on instagram, and she's already at 
400 followers, which I feel like is a huge deal, you know I think I might get into social 
media marketing...I don't know, I don't know.”

Sue

Observation
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Creators tend not to view their 
larger audiences as individuals

To be successful on a platform, creators need a large following. A 
large following often forces them to view their fans as numbers 
to avoid feeling overwhelmed. These views create a wall that 
creators must break to build a two-way street of communication 
and engagement on their platforms.


Insight

“I do relate to that disconnect like if I look at my YouTube, and I see my subscriber count 
that doesn't mean anything to me because it's like what is this number that just I can't 
fathom.”

Tiffany

“Sometimes my community doesn't feel real when I'm offline because I can't tangibly see 
it, [and] they are just numbers or comments on a screen.”

P4

P5

“That's the biggest part of it, for me, is to be able to you know help someone with 
whatever they're struggling with and to be able to you know build a relationship with 
someone.”2

MHCI+D MHCI+D67 68

results results 



intimate Parasocial* relationships 
bring more taxing expectations

When developing genuine relationships with fans, audiences 
tend to form a personal bond with creators. These bonds can be 
both a good and bad thing. The stronger the bond, the more 
likely followers are to engage with the content, but it also causes 
audiences to feel entitled to more private information from the 
creator.

*One-way online relationships between audience and creator.15

Sub finding

Participatory content builds 
stronger relationships

We have seen that a few platforms have features that allow 
creators to build authentic relationships and communities 
amongst their audience. However, the type of content created 
affects this engagement as well. Creators with participatory or 
even analog content tend to have stronger parasocial 
relationships with their audiences. Unlike creators who stick to 
the “single track to success.” 

Sub finding

“Yeah I think it's really cool because, like when I watched like a different video or 
something, all I can do is watch it. I can't really like doing like I don't feel like a connection 
between like I guess the content creator.”

P4

“I recently had a bit of ... situation which obviously I couldn't post about publicly, because 
the person would have seen it and that's like one of many reasons why creators might 
want to step back and re-evaluate what they've been sharing.”

Tiffany
P5

“For the local Toronto plant community, I want to kind of create like an experience for, you 
know, like a smaller group, like, if I could get like 20 or 30 people together and we can visit 
like three nurseries and have like the owners kind of give us like a tour and kind of like 
show us kind of what they do on a daily basis..”

Stephen

“I use OnlyFans as a as a way to kind of release music that hasn't been released, or also 
like, you know, post my shirtless stuff, [that] I don't want to post on instagram, and 
because because of the way the platform is there ... a lot of people that will expect you to 
show more, they'll be like ‘oh well why don't you show me this, and I'm just like no,  just 
because I'm posting a certain kind of content does not mean that you're allowed to 
expect me to do more.”
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Content creator careers have a 
lack of stability and 
sustainability

Because the nature of the algorithm is unpredictable, it is hard 
for creators to predict the formula for success. Audience 
engagement is a part of this same formula, and a lot of creator 
success is dependent on these varying unstable factors. These 
factors make reaching success and maintaining it as well as 
growth over time is laborious to sustain. 

“But I think there's a sort of disillusionment when you realize that you have these 
audiences that are following you or you have these advertisers, [and] you can lose them 
at whim.”

Brooke

"I'm starting to realize that I don't want to work for other people, I really need to get on my 
content game,  because yeah, I don't enjoy working and yeah I know its not a 9-5, but its 
still working for other people, I really need to get on my stuff because this ain't it, you 
know, this is not it, i'm still grateful to have a job but still ya know what I mean.”

Sue

Observation
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Creators recognize that 
platforms and even their creator 
careers are temporary

Most of the creators we spoke to do not consider themselves 
full-time creators. Many of them work full-time in another 
industry, go to school, or are looking to pivot into something new 
in the next year or two. Our creators see the landscape of "the 
creator economy" as a constantly shifting environment with a 
faceless puppetmaster - the algorithm.

Insight

“I guess, because I was think Instagram might just like get erased one day, and then, if 
you're an influencer you have nothing to do, like what you're going to do in life. I think it's 
not like permanent like i'm also thinking about my future and I studied in the uni.”

P1

Tiffany

“In terms of myself, this is something that gives me a bit of an existential crisis every time I 
think about it. I don't have a backup plan, so to speak, because I did just graduate...five 
months ago now.”
3
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being authentic is a balancing act 
for creators but necessary for 
brand representation

Creators understand that there is a certain amount of 
authenticity needed when creating content for audiences. 
Through our diary studies and interviews, we learned that most 
creators strive to be as authentic as possible without being too 
open about their lives,  as this is important for their brand. When 
creators are too authentic, they become easy targets for hate 
from their audience. So, to remain genuine for their followers 
while protecting their vulnerability, they have to find a balance.

“On receiving feedback on content "it really just came down to being true to yourself, 
because in the end, like that's really all that matters so.” 

Cole

“I am also really satisfied with my creative choice to shoot the content as “lifestyle 
content”. I like the realistic feel of bringing my audience into my kitchen with me.”

Cassandra

Observation
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A creator’s evolution is 
necessary for their well-being 
but risky to their career

Content creation mirrors human nature's need for evolution 
and growth as an individual. A creator desires a shift in the 
type of content they are creating. Yet, variations in content 
could lead to a loss in their audience due to a lack of 
connection.

Insight

“I imagine that people do feel pressured to stick with where they started and they might 
even feel pressure to start in particular areas in the first place.”

SME 1

Samara

“I definitely think about that [shifting content] a lot, and that's why I'm really trying to 
figure out a way to like merge the two [music and sims content] where people are not like, 
'wait, who are you?' I could merge the two in a way where I don't lose people and can also 
continue gaining people for both things.”


4
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Marginalized Creators, when 
speaking to their experiences, are 
more likely to have backlash if they 
step outside their usual content.

When marginalized creators speak about the differences in 
their experience as a creator compared to non-marginalized 
creators, they often face criticism from their audience for 
taking time to speak about situations or societal issues. 
Especially if it is far removed from the content that 
audiences are used to and that the creator usually makes.

Sub finding

Audiences can be champions for 
creators, but they can also be 
their most prominent critics

When creators are too open and authentic online, they are 
more vulnerable to their audiences’ criticism. Visibility is 
good because their success often depends on engagement, 
but the more people interacting with them—the louder the 
criticism becomes.

Sub finding

“I feel like I am really open, but at the same time I am super private if that makes any 
sense like. I think what I want to show like I'm super open when it comes to mental health, 
and my thoughts and, like my own, being but like things like my relationships like. I let 
people know, I do have a boyfriend but I I like some things to be like intimate and just like 
for me, I do share some of my family members, but like some my family members don't 
want to be shown on social media.”

Sue

“You know who believes that you know there's no such thing as racism is gonna get mad 
at me for saying that racism exists, I don't care because I'm saying that something needs 
to be said, and if they did not ready to hear it that's on them, but it's not on me okay.”

Stephen
Brooke

“I remember reading about that towing the line of visibility versus vulnerability... they're 
putting themselves out there for the entire world to kind of critique. And then of course 
from identity, that definitely changes how deep that critique can hit.”

Samara

“I don't post about racism anymore, because I had actually the first video that ever went 
viral of mine was about racism. I'm not like well read enough to like be able to have a 
platform and talk about that and, also again that's not what I do, like I'm just a musician 
at the end of the day, so it's like I don't want to. Have people demanding things for me, or 
like wanting stories of like racial trauma items like it's not something I can have it all.”
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Creator-to-creator networks 
are unconventional & 
potentially non-Existent

Many creators note that they don’t naturally network with 
other creators unless they put in extra effort. It’s very easy 
for them to be siloed by themselves and their audience. 
Most often, creators interact when they are co-located in 
big cities or hubs.

Observation

“Well, I think I am definitely less connected, then a lot of people.”

Megan

“The network in general is pretty scattered.”

Cole

Tiffany

“When you're a content creator like you have no network unless you're really like 
immersed in like I don't know LA influencer culture.”
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Platforms are designed for 
consumers and not for fostering 
creator-to-creator relationships

Platforms fail to encourage interactions between creators 
because creator-to-audience interactions are where the 
money remains. Creators have to put in extra efforts to form 
connections with other creators spread across the globe. As 
a result of the distance between creators and apathy from 
platforms, these creator networks remain weak.

Insight

“[With] other people I don't really collaborate as much I have few people who do social 
media, but I don't live in the same place as them. For example, now going to London, and 
I know a few influencers there.”

P1

“On collaborating with other creators "I kind of suck at replying to like messages well, as 
you can see, I reply so late. Um so like I feel like I’ve missed a lot of opportunities by not 
responding.”

Sue

Cassandra

On connecting with other creators, “I was reluctant to get on the [Zoom] call initially, as I 
am quite introverted and have a feeling I will always feel that way. [But] I am actively 
pushing myself to connect with others and build relationships in my industry.”5
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Networking with other creators is 
secondary to relationships with 
audiences

Networks are founded on mutual value exchange with creators. A 
network with other creators is nice and is helpful, but not always 
needed to survive. The primary network that creators need/have is 
the relationship with their audiences—which platforms do 
encourage. However, these interactions aren't mutual value 
exchanges and cannot 100% be considered a network.

Sub finding
“And a lot of us are just like individual people all over the world who don't see other 
influencers all the time and it doesn't really feel like a real network of people or 
connections that we've made so that's something I worry about.”

Tiffany

P4

“I posted like one of my stories like where I got that bad review or whatever, And a lot of 
like other creators were like, totally understandable, so I just like I felt very supported at 
that moment, and like reassured that I wasn't like the only one feeling that kind of stress, 
or like stuff, So I think the community is there, I just haven't branched out.”
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Design 

Opportuntities

To reach a genuine relationship with fans, 
does there need to be an IRL interaction and 
Physical proof of the relationship?

What if we could design for the planned 
obsolescence of the creator, with 
assumptions that this is a temporary thing?

How could we encourage audiences to 
celebrate a creator’s evolving content 
without making creators fear they will lose 
them?

What if we could simulate or predict 
trajectory based on desired pivots to reduce 
stress and criticism toward creators while 
still providing opportunities for success?

What would it look like if we gave equal 
value to the relationship between creators 
versus just with audience members.

What if we defined success outside of the 
algorithm + audience + content = formula?
insights 1,2

Discussion discussion
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Principles

In our research, we found that creators had 
very little control over the fate of their 
careers because of things like audience 
attention and algorithms. They worked long 
hours with no guarantee of success. 
Whatever we design, we want to make sure 
creators are captains of their destiny.

Greater creator 
control

MHCI+D 90

1
Discussion discussion
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3
Support richer 
relationships

Foster interactions between creators and their 
audiences + creator to creator. Many creators join 
platforms to meet new people who share their 
interests—whether it be with other creators or 
potential fans. Existing platforms don’t always allow 
them to build close relationships.

For marginalized creators, by helping them grow their 
followings and making sure the same inequalities that exist 
in the real world aren't manifesting within our designs.

Making room

Discussion discussion
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Providing a product that is completely 
transparent regarding its agenda as well as 
its desired relationship between the 
product itself and the users.

Being fully 
transparent
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