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Abstract

With YouTube, created in 2005, being at the forefront of social networking sites (SNSs) and
Internet usage in 2021, the aim of this thesis is to understand and research the reasoning behind
the evolution and progression of YouTube. This will focus on the elements that have aided its
growth through an empirical study on 131 young adults. With the exponential growth of the
Internet in the past decade and a half, it is fundamental for academic research to observe this
growth accordingly.

Existing literature has a broad scope in addressing the growth of YouTube in society, however
there is limited research establishing the reasons behind this. Through cumulative research, we
can lessen the gap in knowledge of the YouTube; to do this, the focus must centre on which
elements have catalysed its popularity. The structure of this thesis on YouTube will be in four
themes: firstly, the technological developments in society, secondly, the content on YouTube,
thirdly the content creators on YouTube and finally the YouTube users. Each theme discussed
within this research brings its own discussion and analysis to the research question at hand.

Within the MA Thesis, | applied a mixed methods approach, using both quantitative and
qualitative research, aiming to undercover the reasoning behind the growth of YouTube and
the scope of its influence. The research will apply a questionnaire with one hundred and twenty-
seven participants and four interviews. The theoretical framework throughout each chapter is
to present the everyday voices and experience of the research participants and their relationship
to YouTube. It is through combining this selection of research with in-depth theory of the
history and the personalities within YouTube, that a comprehensive reasoning to the evolution

of YouTube can be deliberated.

As the themes and findings within this research all underpin the growth of YouTube in society
and the catalysis of its growth, it is vital we evaluate and explore these theme to predict where
YouTube might head in the future. Coughlan (2016) reported that 96% of “13- to 18-year-olds,
were signed up to social media networks” (p. 1) and it is research like this that illustrated the
importance of SNSs influence on society, especially when looking into the future generation.
Further research is fundamental in order to justify why society are so heavily engaged with the
online SNSs such as YouTube. This research will aim to establish a more cohesive body of
knowledge on the research question at hand adding to previous literature and research.
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Introduction

The existence of YouTube is dependent on it features with four compulsory intertwining
components standing predominant: the technology, the creators, the content and the user. The
presence of social networking sites (SNSs) rely on these four main components; the
technology, to provide an environment for the information to harvest and allow the user access
to the site, the creators who produce content that is alive within this environment. This allows
the user to watch YouTube content and exist in this technological environment digesting the
content provided by the creators. All four elements rely on each other in order for SNSs to

exist. However, which is more significant, if any?

YouTube, which was created in 2005, is an American SNS that allows users to upload, view,
comment, like and share video content. Bought by Google in 2005 for $1.65 billion, the SNS
made Chad Hurley and Steve Chen billionaires (Snickars and VVonderau, 2009, p. 9). The site
offers a wide variety of video content from user generate content (UGC) to professional
corporate content. In order for YouTube to remain a functioning monetised SNS, it remains a
cohesion of user generated content and commercial advertising, branding and product

promotion.

The principal question within this research is to investigate what has catalysis the growth of
the SNS YouTube in the last decade. As “YouTube continues to be the largest single source of
real-time entertainment traffic... which makes it the leading source of Internet traffic in the
entire world” (Sandvine Intelligent Broadband Networks, 2013, p. 2), it is therefore important
that academic research and studies keep investigating its growth and expansion. With YouTube
being the largest source for Internet entertainment it therefore has a large presence in everyday
society with access to YouTube available from almost anywhere. This access to this SNS has
allowed users to rely on the information source and the people that harvest within it creating
its sense of importance. Ball-Rokeach (1985) detailed how this sense of importance and the
reliance on the SNS allows the site to become more influential to society. This highlights the
importance to maintaining new and relevant research in this industry. This research aims to
focus on specific aspects within YouTube that have aimed its growth and popularity taking a

close reading of the SNS.



the more important a medium is to consumers and the more heavily they rely on it, the more

influential it becomes to them.

Along with the rapid growth in importance of the industry and the “pace of academic research
[and] studies of media use “being’ invariably out of date long before they even make it to
publication” (Giles, 2003, p. 148) making continuous new primary data and research is
essential. This allows a continuous analysis of the industry and the ever changing relationship
between the SNS, the technology, its content, the creators, and its users. This research aims to
lessen this growing gap in literature by exploring the reasoning behind YouTube’s growth into
becoming the leading source of Internet traffic and discuss the potential future of the SNS
YouTube.

0.1 Framework of the Thesis

It was from within the literature sourced and referenced throughout this research that the
categories and subcategories for this study were devised. This resulted in the main four
catalysts towards the growth of YouTube being: Technological Developments, YouTube and

its Content, Content Creators and YouTube Users.

Each chapter within this thesis aims to concentrate on one factor which may have affected the
growth in YouTube over the last decade, in particular the use of the voices and experience of
the research participants in each chapter will guide the analysis. This exploration will depict
which, features of YouTube are the main catalyst for its expansion, popularity and influence in

society from the perspective of my selected data.

Firstly, Chapter One, Research Methodology and Methods, will focus on the research
instruments used within this research in order to gain rich data. The justification of these will
be discussed, as well as how they have contributed the study to provide beneficial data and
furthermore enable to scholastic discussion. Ethical consideration will also be evaluated to

ensure an ethical approach was applied.

Chapter Two, Technological Developments, examines the technological developments within
the Internet in the 21% century and YouTube itself, including how content has been able to exist
on YouTube and how YouTube’s features have change over the years to allow the site to be
more or less accessible to its users. The implications of the development of technological



devices and their accessibility will also be discussed, analysing how new technologies have
allowed YouTube to become more accessible to its user and allowed content to become easier

to consume and create.

These changes could influence and affect its users use of this SNS in different ways either
allowing an increased or decreased usage. This is all depending on how well YouTube’s
functions, navigational systems appeal to its users and allow consumption to be user friendly.
An investigation into the future of YouTube and its relationship with technologies will also be
undertaken in order to get a further understanding on the projection of YouTube in the

upcoming years and the effects these technologies could have on SNSs as a whole.

This theme was derived from secondary research, in particularly Crick (2016). Within this
work, Crick discusses how technological developments are parallel to the growth within
society and therefore technology can appeal to its users more. This will be discussed in more

depth within this chapter.

Chapter Three, YouTube and its Content, will explore the content of YouTube and will
investigate how popular content on YouTube has evolved over the years. The influence of the
type of content consumed will also be discussed and analysed to understand how users are
affected by different styles of content. The content on YouTube will also be compared to that
of traditional media forms, such as television, to illuminate the similarities and dissimilarities

between each media form and highlight any correlating matters.

This theme is a contributing factor within this research as initial research found that Nalty and
Scott (2010) found a connection between homemade video content and users within their
research. They discovered that users craved homemade video content and YouTube was able
to facilitate this perfectly. Therefore, content, especially user generate content within YouTube

was a significant theme to discuss within this research study.

Chapter Four, Content Creators, will discuss the development of personalities of the
YouTuber themselves. The creation and evolution of online personalities on YouTube, known
as YouTubers, will be investigated and compared to traditional celebrities. Their personalities

and characteristics will be investigated with the application of theory alongside primary and



secondary research in order to depict whether personality traits are a contributing factor to the

catalysis of YouTube’s growth of consumption.

The theme of content creators was explored within this research after secondary research into
YouTube and its growth was conducted. Hunter, Lobato and Richardson (2014) discussed how
YouTube pushed amateur to the forefront of the site through the Web 2.0. Their research and
findings linked both technology and content to content creators within YouTube and therefore
this was a vital chapter and finding to discuss within this research.

Chapter Five, YouTube Users, here the focus is on the users of YouTube will be investigated
to discover their relevance to the catalysis of YouTube’s growth. Their role within the
YouTube community will be interpreted and evaluated through the consumer’s expectations.
The user’s relationship with the SNSs will also be investigated and their degree of interactivity

will be evaluated through primary research.

It is no surprise that YouTube users were to be discussed within this research. They play a vital
part within the catalyst of the site. Kim (2012) exampled how YouTube’s income is dependent
on programmes that require users on the site. Therefore, without users of YouTube, the site
would not be profitable and therefore would seize to exist, hence the inclusion of this theme
within this research.

Finally, the Conclusion of this thesis will summarise the main finding within this research and
how these have added academic value to the subject area at hand. Any limitations of this

research will be evaluated in order to create recommendation for future academic studies.



Chapter One — Research Methodology and Methods

Introduction

In order to obtain significant and comprehensive empirical primary research data from
participants, it is imperative that a suitable methodology is chosen and applied. Methodology
can be defined as “a coherent set of methods and techniques which are used together, to enable
the conduct of research” (Hughes and Bertrand, 2005, p. 258). The two methodologies that
were used within this research are quantitative and qualitative. These research methods used

in this thesis include:

e One questionnaire with fourteen questions with one hundred and twenty-seven
responses (see figure 3)

e Four interviews with a minimum of thirteen questions (see figure 6, 9, 12 and 15)

Questionnaires were then created consisting of approximately fourteen questions (see figure
3), to be answered by over one hundred participants. Furthermore, depending on certain
demographic characteristics found in the questionnaires, participants will be selected for four
interviews (see figure 6, 9, 12 and 15) to provide more rich and in-depth qualitative data.

1.1 Quantitative, Qualitative and Mixed Methods Approach

The quantitative data in this study is vital to this research in order to harvest numerical data to
then be converted into statistical data. Quantitative data is then used to draw statistical
conclusions, gathered through analysis and interpretation. While quantitative research may
lack validity, due to it incapacity to provide sufficient reasoning for its statics, “such techniques
have useful contribution to make particularly for the interpretation of media outputs, its
consumption and effects” (Jensen, 2011, p. 258). This makes quantitative research an important
part of the research process contributes to the discussion of YouTube consumption and its
growth.

To progress from the quantitative research, qualitative research was used in order to aid
reasoning for the statistical conclusions provided. Qualitative data aims to draw a more
theoretical approach to the data by interpretation and evaluation. Similar to quantitative
research, qualitative has its downfalls. Although qualitative research can evaluate reasoning

for the research question at hand whilst also providing rich data, it has been thought that



interpretations can be altered dependant on the researcher (Berger, 2014, pp. 26-27). It is
therefore essential that reflective practice takes place to ensure that the data is not affected and

does not reflect the researcher’s estimation or prejudgements.

To allow for successful reflectivity to take place, it is essential to have awareness in the research
you are undergoing. LeCompte (2010) discusses how “selectivity cannot be eliminated, but it
IS important to be aware of how it affects data collection, and hence, the usefulness and
credibility of research results. To develop such awareness, people collecting data should be
aware of the effects of both tacit and formative theory” (p. 146). Tacit theories are used to
provide predictions for things that could happen in the future based on past experiences and
guide behaviours accordingly. Because of this, other areas could be overlooked when focusing
on this. Similarly, formative theories also guide behaviours but are more formal and are usually
found in studies and research. As these ideas are a result from research, they therefore have
influence and create bias in new research as elements of this research are applied moving
forward in new research. Having the knowledge of these theories and their applications on new
research will allow sufficient reflectivity to take place during this research.

This combination of quantitative and qualitative research methods is also known as a mixed
method approach. The use of a mixed method approach has facilitated the expansion of the
research, deepening the insights found within the data (Sandelowski, 2000, p. 246). The
application of both methodologies in conjunction will “achieve more and better illuminations
of a research problem than a single method applied in isolation” (Hansen and Machin, 2013,
p. 6). This is because qualitative research can provide reasoning for the statistical quantitative
data previously sort and its own findings and conclusions to the research question at hand. The
use of a mixed method approach has will aim to provide “strengths that offset the weaknesses
of both quantitative and qualitative research” (Creswell and Plano Clark, 2011, p. 12) and
moreover increased the validity of the research conducted. Therefore, it was superlative that
the combination of both data collections would be applied within this research to ultimately

form comprehensive conclusions towards the research question.

The combination of questionnaires and interviews has provided substantial data for this
research study. Parker and Paisley (1966) were the first researchers to combine questionnaires,
interviews and daily studies (observation/fieldwork notes). They stated that it is fundamental
to collect successful research data on “any behavior [is] by asking people about it, by observing



its occurrence, or by examining its artefacts (e.g., documents)” (p. 1064). These three research
instruments all individually and collectively contribute in different ways in order to investigate

the catalysis of YouTube and its growth.

1.2 Research Instruments - Questionnaires

The next research method undertaken was in the form of a questionnaire. A questionnaire, also

known as a survey, is defined by Wiseman and Aron (1972) as:

“a method for collecting and analysing social data via highly structured and
often very detailed questionnaires in order to obtain information for large

numbers of respondents presumed to be representative of a specific population”
(p. 37)

As this explanation details, the questionnaire aimed to successfully reached a large number of
respondents, in order to gather a representable sample. These respondents, however, were a
convenient sample, a “nonprobability sampling [method] in which people are sampled simply
because they are ‘convenient’ sources of data for researchers” (Battaglia and Lavrakas, 2008,
p. 2). This differs from random sampling as random sampling requires “everybody in the
population to have an equal chance to be included” (Holt and Walker, 2009, p. 34). As this is
highly unrealistic to achieve at this level, random sampling cannot be used. As convenient
sampling participants are likely to meet requirements as many are available and are accessible
to the research it is therefore easier to find participants willing to offer their time (Etikan, Musa
and Alkassim, 2016, p. 2) this sampling technique was used within this research. An element
of snowball sampling will also be applied within this research. For example, in order to reach
the desired number of participants, the researcher asks participants to enlighten their peers to
acknowledge the study and take part in the questionnaire, if they wish to do so (Emerson, 2015,
p. 166). This allowed a higher volume of participants to be reached, furthermore gaining more

representable findings.

A questionnaire was constructed of fourteen compulsory guestions (see figure 6, 9, 12 and 15)
seeking to obtain responses through a self-administered and unsupervised online questionnaire
platform Qualtrics which was accessible for a week period. Clifford, French and Valentine

(2010) stated that “a shorter questionnaire will increase the response rate. The best response



rate is achieved from questionnaires with 15 questions or less” (p. 175). Therefore, only

fourteen precise questions were used in order to appeal to the participant.

The fourteen questions consisted of a combination of both closed and open-ended questions
including two demographically based questions. An open-ended question allows for the
participants to construct their response themselves freely whereas, a closed question requires
the participant to choose from predetermined answers (Berger, 2014, p. 258). The application
of both types of questions allowed for an expanded scope with open-ended questions
facilitating opinions, beliefs and judgements whereas closed questions allowed for statistical
evidence (Gillham, 2008, p. 5).

The questionnaire was designed in a specific way so that different questions could follow on
from another dependant on the response from participants. If a participant gave a specific
answer to a closed question they may then skip to another section of the questionnaire. This
was done to utilise the information of key participants with the research gave and also diminish

responses with no information or that participants could not answer saving their time.

The questionnaire primarily enabled statistical data collection on the understanding of how
YouTube has developed over its existence and how much influence YouTube has on society.
The research also offered some examples of why the users believed that YouTubers (YouTube

celebrities) produce their content but also why the users watch this content on the site.

A descriptive approach is used in the questionnaire analysis to gather evidence from
participants in relation to “specific events experience by individuals” (Lambert and Lambert,
2013, p. 255) and also “obtain information about demographic factors” (Berger, 2014, p. 249).
Therefore, this approach will be applied when closed questions are used to gain quantitative
data. On the other hand, an analytical approach “systematically seeks to explicate the social
mechanisms that generate and explain... events” (Hedstrom and Swedberg, 1998, p. 1) was
consequently applied when open-ended questions were used within the questionnaire gaining

qualitative data.

A limitation for this research instrument is that “they do require a lot of time and skill to design
and develop. They need to be short and simple to follow, so complex question structures are
not possible” (Walliman, 2010, p. 97). It was also more complex to get the questionnaire out



to an older audience and therefore this audience had to be sourced separately which took up

valuable.

1.3 Research Instruments - Interviews

To build on the statistical quantitative data gathered in the questionnaire and to introduce rich,
qualitative data interviews were conducted. Interviews aim to question a “small number of
respondents to explore their perspectives on a particular idea, program, or situation” (Boyce
and Neale, 2006, p. 3). As this definition specifies, a small number of four participants will

contribute to this research study through interviews.

The participants who were interviewed were to be sample through purposeful sampling,
whereby “the researcher specifies the characteristics of a population of interest and then tried
to locate individuals who have those characteristics” (Johnson and Christensen, 2008, p. 239).
These characteristics will be taken from the data collected within the questionnaires. As the
questionnaires were mostly distributed online, the largest age group of participants who
completed the questionnaire will highlight the demographic that is currently more active
online. This age group was then targeted due to their increased presence. Another characteristic
each participant was required to hold is to be an active user of YouTube in order to provide

relevant data on the industry from their knowledge through usage.

The interviews that took place in Canterbury, UK, were semi-structured consisting of ten
questions, however, permitted the elaboration and expansion from the participant where
necessary. The use of a semi-structured interview will “make better use of knowledge-
producing potentials of dialogues by allowing much more leeway for following up on whatever
angles are deemed important” (Brinkmann, 2013, p. 21). This provided detailed qualitative
data from each interview within this research study by allowing ideas, thoughts, opinions,
attitudes and motivations of participants to be explored (Berger, 2014, p. 161). The use of ten
structured questions allowed the researcher to direct the participant to gain the fundamental
data and responses required but also allowed for new topics and other questions to be added

during the interview process.

A methodological approach was applied within this research in order to ensure that no two
interviews identical. Once the first of the four interviews has taken place, it was then analysed,
and important topics and responses were drawn from the transcript. These topics and responses



were then applied to the initial set of ten interview questions to create a more advanced set of
interview questions to gather more data from the next interview to take place. This allowed for
further expansion on new ideas enlarging the scope of the study. As permission was allowed,
all the interviews were recorded to facilitate this aspect and ensure detailed and correct

transcriptions were made and extensive notes were also taken during the interviews.

The interviews aim to facilitate the growth of understanding and reasoning for participants
commentaries allowing them to share their personal experiences whilst the researcher still
maintained control over the research. New ideas and concepts that were not once thought of
can flourish through from the participant giving a diverse perspective on the matter at hand. As
the questionnaires were limited when discussing the user, this subject matter was explored in
great depth within this part of the research. In order to provide clear findings and evidence
from this, qualitative data patterns, classifications, themes, and categories will be derived from

the data and found upon interview analysis.

1.4 Ethical Issues

Ethical considerations have been applied throughout this research as it is crucial that “you
should aim above all to cause no harm to your participants” (Holt and Walker, 2009, p. 132)
during any research taking place. The importance of these ethical issues are primarily to ensure
the safety of all participants just before, during and after any research taking place. The
understanding and contemplation of ethical principles is now considered a key research skill
in order pass an ethical review and meet your institution’s requirements (Farrimond, 2013, p.
11). It was therefore at the core of all research instruments used and under constant review

during the gathering of research to ensure the safety of all participants.

To guarantee that any participants involved within the conduction of the questionnaires and
interviews, each participant was given an information sheet in order to ensure individually each
participant had all the information in regard to the research aims and requirements. A
Participant Information and Consent Form (see figure 1 and 2) was given prior to the
guestionnaires and interviews to each participant for them to read and sign. This will ensure
that each participant understood the research wholeheartedly, minimising any deception, and
offering informed consent to the completion of the research which is about to take place. These
forms also included information on who to contact in relation to any questions as well as how

the information will be stored, how long it will be kept and who has access to this information.

10



This form also explains the rights for any participant to withdraw at any time, without
neglecting to give reason. Without the document signed, the conduction of any research would

not go ahead.

During the research process names will not be used, in order to provide confidentiality and
anonymity to participants. Therefore, when discussing any research data within this thesis
numerical figures will be used in relation to the questions and all interview candidates will go
by either Research Participant One, Two, Three or Four. This is known as the data cleaning
process. The research “remove identifiers to create a “clean” data set. A clean data set does not
contain information that identifies respondents” (Kaiser, 2009, p. 5). This clean date set will
be used within the research analysis as “confidentiality (via anonymity) allows participants the
freedom to express their experiences and opinions without fear of identification
[any]...Exposing the identities of research participants... fosters the possibility for more than
just emotional harm” (Giordano, O'Reilly, Taylor and Dogra, 2007, p. 269). This ensures that
this study remains ethical and researcher bias is minimal and avoided as much as possible
during this research.

Within the research, there are no questions that ask about any sensitive or delicate topics to
minimise any potential harm or upset to participants. It was decided that an age restriction of
sixteen years-old and above was compulsory for all participants within any part of the research.
This age restriction was chosen as “those over 16 are regarded as autonomous in most areas of
life” (Masson, 2004, p. 44). This would minimise any harm caused to participants and also
ensure that participants taking part in the research understood their roles and the intentions of
the study.

Conclusion
An explanation of the mixed-methods used in this study was fundamental in order to correctly

understand the data provided. The above information offers the strengths of the research
methods used and how the mixed-method approach allows the researcher to “obtain
information through different procedures to heighten the dependability and trustworthiness of
the data and their interpretation” (Zohrabi, 2013. p. 254). After undertaking the research
outlined previously in this chapter, any limitations or suggestions for future research will be

discussed in the overall conclusion of this thesis.

11



Whilst this study is specific due to location, resources, time and access, “quantitative and
qualitative techniques provide a tradeoff between breadth and depth and between
generalizability” (Frenchtling and Sharp, 1997. p.4). This offers an insight into this topic and
allows a general design that can be developed upon by other scholars in future research.

12



Chapter Two — Technological Developments

Introduction

This chapter shall examine the significance of technological developments will be applied to
the research subject at hand. To summarise, this section will be divided into eight sub-sections;
History of the Internet, The Beginnings of UGC, The Birth of SNS, The Start of YouTube,
Quality of Video Content, Access to YouTube, Features Within YouTube and a concise
conclusion of the chapter’s findings. Each sub-section will aim to discuss how these factors
have facilitated the growth of YouTube. The affect that these technological changes have had
on SNSs, specifically YouTube, will be explored along with the analysis of primary and

secondary research data.

Technological developments act as a critical point in the growth in YouTube. Without the
Internet or a device to access the Internet on, people would not be able to use any form of SNS.
During the interview process of this research, Research Participant Four (RP4) states when
asked about the influence of technology on YouTube that:

Technology is like a major influence. | think without the technology that we
have now YouTube wouldn’t be as big as it was...a really important role
because without the technology YouTube literally wouldn’t exist or wouldn’t

be as popular as it is now. (RP4, 2019)

This comment highlights how important the technological developments are on the SNS
industry and the important role they play on the growth of SNSs like YouTube.

Crick (2016) reinforces this importance by stating that “’YouTube’s technologies parallel the
historical developments of the Internet technologies” (P. Xi). Crick’s statement highlights that
the Internet’s development, a fundamental technological aspect that allows the SNS YouTube
to exist, corresponds with the growth and expansion of YouTube’s features within its site.
Without the growth of the Internet from military use to the wider society, YouTube would not
have grown in popularity as it has. It is essential to understand the stages of the Internet’s

growth to apply these to this study.

13



During the quantitative gathering of data through research questionnaires a link between
technological developments and access to the Internet was discovered. When participants were
asked to rate the most influential aspect on YouTube’s growth, technological advancements
and access to the Internet was the highest rated factors. This emphasises the connection
between the developments of technology, access to the Internet and the popularity of YouTube.
Crick (2016) highlights how “understanding Internet technologies, technologies associated
with creating YouTube videos, older traditional media creation technologies, technologies
associated with advertising on YouTube, and technologies related to managing YouTube
subscribers and videos is vital and informs broader critical knowledge and understanding
related to YouTube’s place in our shared culture” (p. 286). It is therefore important that we
discuss these areas further to gain a deeper understanding of the elements that have helped
catalyse YouTube’s popularity.

2.1 History of the Internet

In order to understand how technologies have affected YouTube and how the SNS has adapted
and changed over the years, it is important to discuss how YouTube began to gain its
significance in society. With the Internet being described by Barry (1996:121) as “the most
important single development in the history of human communications since the invention of
call waiting” (as cited in Winston, 1998, p. 336), it is vital that its existence and history is
discussed as without it YouTube , its content, online personalities and their communities would

cease to exist.

Dr Doug Gale (2007) used the phrase ‘the Internet’s Dark Age’ to describe the lack of records
kept of the Internet’s initial production. This was because of its loose recordkeeping and lack
of communications when the Internet was first being developed and evolving (Crick, 2016, p.
4). In 1968, Taylor and Licklider proposed that computer technology could be used as a tool,
allowing computers to develop, encode and decode information and furthermore share new
material. This was the first-time mass communication technology was articulated in this way
(Crick, 2016, p. 5).

This ideas from Taylor and Licklider (1968) can be related to Stuart Hall’s reception theory of
encoding and decoding (1971). Although the producer may encode a message a certain way
this does not mean the reader will decode the message in the same way (Hall, 2019, p.182).
Also, the producer may create one piece of content with a certain message, each user may not
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decode the same piece of content in the same way. This means that multiple different messages
could be interpreted differently from the same type of content depending on the user
themselves. Therefore, creators must be careful to consider how their work may be understood

to maintain their popularity.

In a similar way, YouTube’s content is developed by each creator or YouTuber encoding their
own messages through content and uploading their video on YouTube. This content is then
showcased and available for their users to decode their own meanings and reveal different
interpretations. From the like and dislike buttons and the comments, it is clearly illustrated how

different users decode the same YouTube content acquiring different and alterative messages.

These different messaged can be seen from one of Zoe Sugg’s (Zoella) most popular YouTube
video ‘7 Second Challenge With Miranda Sings | Zoella’ published in 2014. As of April 2021,
the video has 549 thousand thumbs up and 13 thousand thumbs down. This illustrated how
users have experience the same content through the same video but have expressed different
views and opinions on it. This is down to how the users decodes the content that they consume.

Although it is hard to know which type of decoding will be employed by a consumer, Hall
(1980) identified “three hypothetical positions”. The user can either decode the content to
obtain the full, partial, or contrary message the producer or YouTuber had anticipated. These
are known as the dominant position, the negotiated position, and the oppositional position
(Hall, 2003, p.51). Therefore, the content creator needs to be extremely careful when creating
videos in relation to how different consumers may decode their content, although it is near
impossible to elevate this completely. These different decoded message could alter the
popularity of the content creator if many consumers decode the message in a negative way

giving the content creator a bad image.

In 1989, Tim Berners-Lee began researching a way to organise the Internet and redesign its
structure. Arguably, this was the most significant contribution to the change in the way the
Internet was used and still used today. Berners-Lee’s concept was to make the Internet a
“collaborative tool” (Poe, 2011, p. 214) by organising information on the Internet by allowing
similar and related information to be directed to users. This has allowed the navigation of the

Internet we have today (Cohen-Almagor, 2011, p. 53) by creating a shortened route and
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therefore increasing the speed of accessing information. This was the creation of the
foundations of the World Wide Web (WWW) we know today.

The initial technological developments of the Internet and the WWW have catalysed the
growth of SNSs by allowing users to have a dramatically increased two-way communication.
This has allowed the facilitation of “the visual, aural and psychological experience of YouTube

and social network activity and video sharing” (Crick, 2016, p. 21).

These earlier stages of the web, known as Web 1.0, began with coders enabling the web to
exist. Further on, once coders catalysed the web, designers took over in order to change the
appearance and usability of its pages. It was after this that eventually the web was opened up
to society and become Web 2.0. There are no specific “hard boundaries” (O'Reilly, 2005, p. 3)
between Web 1.0 and Web 2.0 and no significant technical change to differentiate the two, but
it was the way the web would be utilised and viewed by users that saw the beginning of Web
2.0 (Brown, 20009, p. 1).

Goodchild (2007) described the Web 2.0 as a “bi-directional collaboration in which users are
able to interact with and provide information to central sites, and to see that information
collated and made available to others” (p. 27). Moreover, this made the web a two-way
communication system. Although, at this point the two-way communication system was
primarily textual, it formed the basis for most SNSs we see today, including YouTube. Without
this development from Web 1.0 to Web 2.0, the foundations of the Internet we use in society
today would be completely different and SNSs would have ceased to exist. Web 2.0 enabled
users to articulate and view each other’s profiles to allow communication with people (Boyd
and Ellison, 2007, p. 211). If the web did not evolve from Web 1.0 to Web 2.0 this function

would not be able to exist.

The transformation from Web 1.0 to Web 2.0 has permitted a two-way communication system
by turning the Internet from the readable into the readable and writable. This two-way
communication is at the heart of SNS’ functions. This has allowed ordinary users of the Internet
to not only consume content on the WWW but also add their own contributions, views and
opinions becoming a creator themselves. This is done through users inputting text, pictures,
sounds and videos onto the web, transferring the control of the web to the user (Brown, 2009,
pp. 1-2). It is this technical infrastructure of the Web 2.0 that has facilitated this user-control
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by allowing user generated content to exist via SNSs (Berthon et al., 2012, p. 262). Without
this, the WWW and therefore SNSs, would only be able to distribute professional creator’s
content, minimising YouTube’s growth and popularity. Crick (2016) highlights how “never
before have so many people participated in the production of so many widely distributed,
viewed, altered, and reproduced cultural products in the form of video, audio, and textual
information” (p. X) and this is only possible due to the development of the Internet allowing

SO.

It is from the advancement of the Internet that users have been “empowered by these new
technologies, occupying a space at the intersection between old and new media, are demanding
the right to participate within the culture” (Jenkins, 2006, p.24). This idea of participatory
culture has stemmed from the consumer realising their power and influence they have over
media platforms such as SNSs. Sanders explains this this change in power from the creators to
the users; “The users of products, interfaces, systems, and spaces are realizing that through
networking they have an enormous amount of collective influence. They are beginning to use
their influence to get what they want, when they want it and how they want it. The new rules
call for new tools. People want to express themselves and to participate directly and proactively
in the design development process.” (p. 2) With users realising their supremacy and
furthermore demanding more participatory culture within their everyday life, it comes as no
surprise that SNSs like YouTube have become accustom to their needs. It is however, important
to note that without the technological developments, it questionable as to whether this higher

demand for a participatory culture would exist.

2.2 The Beqginnings of User-Generated Content

The contribution of a user on the Internet is known as User Generated Content (UGC). UGC
is defined as “content [that] comes from regular people who voluntarily contribute data,
information, or media that then appears before others in a useful or entertaining way” (Krumm,
Davies and Narayanaswami, 2008, p. 10). The first instance of UGC on the internet was evident
in online blogs. Whilst television had previously featured members of the public within their
content, those featured had little to no control on what was aired and how they were positioned.
In contrast to this, UGC online gave creators full control, making them able to be the producers,

directors, editors and stars of their own content as well as increasing democratic culture.
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In 1997, we saw the beginning of UGC through the form of web blogging, also known as
‘weblogging’. Weblogging was the first form of SNS, primarily only allowing text (Berthon et
al., 2012, p. 263). Jorn Barger was the first to use the terminology weblog when naming his
blog ‘The Robot Wisdom Weblog’ in 1995. Most weblogs at the time consisted of links to other
websites or logs of other interesting weblogs, whilst also adding the creator’s own commentary.
LiveJournal, a weblogging website, facilitated weblogging and began as a one-directional
connection between blogger and user (Boyd and Ellison, 2007, p. 215). Online blogs were built
around the idea of continuously updated blog entries. LiveJournal was the “precursor to the
live updates” (Chapman, 2009, p. 1) that we see in today’s SNSs.

The majority of weblogs were hand-coded by the creator, until the late 1999s when software
was designed to automate weblog publication (Blood, 2004, p. 54), one of the sites being
Blogger. The appeal of Blogger at the time was that the software allowed webloggers their own
personal URL, bringing users directly to their content rather than a remote server. This changed
the weblog culture and personal URLs became a widely used tool (Blood, 2004, p. 54) which
many SNSs, especially YouTube, still use today. On YouTube, each channel has its own URL
to bring users straight to their own personalised content page making information more

accessible to its users.

With the growth of UGC on SNSs “the result is a participatory culture which increasingly
demands room for ordinary citizens to wield media technologies” (van Dijck, 2009, p. 42).
With more users accessing these sites and the demand increasing, more content is therefore
produced in order to meet this demand. With technological advances both inside the SNSs and
technological items themselves, a constant wave of new content is being produced. With
amateur producer gaining easier access to these sites and able to upload UGC easier, more
content is subsequently produced. Cha et al. (2007) highlights this increase in content by
comparing IMDb with YouTube stating, “YouTube enjoys 65,000 daily new uploads — which
means that it only takes 15 days in YouTube to produce the same number of videos as all IMDb

movies” (p. 2).

During the primary research of a questionnaire, question 8.B asked participants ‘Why do you
think YouTubers do or do not influence their audience?’. Responses included the following:
“They are normal people”, “Started as normal people so they are truthful”, “Most of them

started as normal people so it’s relatable”, “They may seem more relatable to people as more
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often than not they are just ‘normal’ people” and “They are relatable (mostly), so the audience
feels they are on the same level.” These responses highlight how participatory culture through

UGC on SNSs like YouTube give the content validity in society.

2.3 The Birth of Social Networking Sites
Along with the weblogs, in 1997, the first recognisable SNS was produced, Six Degrees. The

creation and adaptations of SNSs has facilitated the evolution of YouTube into what it has
become today by fuelling “deep emotional desire and connected all of us through geography,
time and space” (Crick, 2016, p. 27). The foundations and history of these sites are significant
in order to establish the technological development that has occurred in order to make YouTube

as popular as it is today.

SNSs primarily consist of creating an online profile and connecting with other users to enable
two-way communication. SNSs were defined by Danah M. Boyd and Nicole B. Ellison, (2007)

as a.

“web-based services that allow individuals to (1) construct a public or semi-
public profile within abounded system, (2) articulate a list of other users with
whom they share a connection, and (3) view and traverse their list of
connections and those made by others within the system. The nature and

nomenclature of these connections may vary from site to site. (p. 211)”

With many SNSs emerging “from 1997 to 2001, a number of community tools began
supporting various combinations of profiles and publicly articulated Friends” (Boyd and
Ellison, 2007, p. 214). This period of time was significantly important in relation to ‘The MTV
Generation’, a generation thought to be heavily influenced by media content, in particularly
MTV (Chapin, 2005, p. 454).

Patricia Lange (2014, p. 189) stated that SNSs “...allow participants to construct a public or
semi-public profile within the system and that formally articulate their relationship to other
users in a way that is visible to anyone who can access their profile.” Boyd (2008) claimed that
because users enjoyed “visualising their social world through a collection of networked
profiles” (p. 122) this caused a rise in SNSs as SNSs were facilitating the wants of their users

and audience.
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SNSs involved creating profiles for different purposes such as: business, dating or
communication in order to focus their sites to niche communities to increase popularity with
unique concepts. SNSs all have key features that are the similar, however it is their variations
in structure, visibility and access design that differentiates themselves from one another (Boyd,
2008, pp. 210 - 213). With no SNS solely focusing on video content alone, and a new increased
competition from more visual SNSs, it was inevitable that a video only SNS, known now as
YouTube, was to be created. YouTube “helped to empower the masses” (Crick, 2016, p. 67)
by “allow people to participate across line of race, gender and socioeconomically status to
connect along share interests” (Crick, 2016, p. 64) more visually than any other SNS available

at the time.

Whilst YouTube may enable democratic discussion due to its low-level censorship, its increase
in popularity and density of users may not allow all opinions to be heard on an equal level.
Shilling (2002) capitalises on this stating that “these forms soon become distanced from the
individualities of their participants and no longer provide them with a means of expressing
their individuality” (p. 22). Although this brings into question the freedom of speak to

YouTube’s users, it is the factors influencing YouTube’s growth that are the focus of this study.

It is also key to note that YouTube has its own algorithms to which it promotes certain content
to its users. Noble (2018) explains how “On the Internet and in our everyday uses of
technology, discrimination is also embedded in computer code and, increasingly in artificial
intelligence technologies that we are reliant on, by choice or not” (p. 1). These algorithms
within YouTube influence and make decisions for its users and the content they consumer daily

basis. This is something that users and content creators have no control over.

2.4 The Start of YouTube
It was in 2005 that the major video hosting SNS YouTube.com was released. The site allowed

users to upload 10-minute-long videos, share them or embed them all for free. YouTube
differentiated itself from other SNSs by allowing users to create a channel, YouTube’s version
of a profile, and upload video content only. Over ten years later, “video sharing [still] remains
the core activity of YouTube” (Crick, 2016, p. 27) along with other features that have been

acquired along the years.
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By the end of 2006, just over a year after YouTube was released to the public, YouTube was
bought by Google creating “a partnership between the world’s largest search engine and the
fastest-growing user-generated content (UGC) site in the world” (Crick, 2016, p. xvii). This
further cemented YouTube and Google’s dominance in the online world (Gillespie, 2010, p.
347). Google’s purchase of YouTube “ensure[d] that YouTube was going to be around for a
long time” (Gannes, 2009. p. 148) giving YouTube the longevity to make investments and
grow as a platform. Without this relationship, YouTube may not have flourished as much as it
has with investments and associations from Google. Crick (2016) states that due to this
technological relationship with Google, “YouTube is the most culturally influential SNS” (p.
63) and without it, YouTube may not have become “the world’s largest UGC VoD [video on
demand] system” (Cha et al., 2007, p. 1). The partnership of two major technologically
developed companies, both which rely on the Internet and its Web 2.0 functions, could have

been a fundamental motivation for the catalysis of YouTube’s growth.

Furthermore, Google also owned YouTube’s competitor Google Video during the beginning
of its existence (Snickars and Vonderau, 2009, p. 10). However, once YouTube was purchased
by Google, funding and advertising was put into YouTube rather than Google Video. By 2009,
Google ceased uploads onto Google Video and in late April 2011, finally shut down its video
holding service, advising their users to transfer to YouTube. With the number-one search
engine diverting its users to video content on YouTube and the closure of YouTube’s
competitor, YouTube increased in popularity among users. The transfer of this traffic also

helped YouTube to improve their search engine optimisation (SEO).

2.5 Quality of Video Content

In order for YouTube to grow it “relies heavily on Internet-based technologies to function,
expand, and provide a memorable and engaging YouTuber experience” (Crick, 2009, p. 27).
Without continuously updating and changing YouTube would become dated in comparison to
its competitors who have employed new technological developments.

When conducting primary research with participants, during an interview with Research

Participant 2 (RP2) they highlighted this importance stating that they:

| can almost always rely on his content because it's always high quality and
really really well edited. (RP2, 2019)
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They carried on from this to say:

If I'm watching a video that's kind of low quality then I'm not gunna quite enjoy
as much as | would. (RP2, 2019)

This emphasises that users of YouTube enjoy content that is of higher visual quality and
therefore rely on the SNS to be able to support this content otherwise enjoyment rate could
decrease and in turn content on the site would be consumed less. Without the technical
infrastructure of YouTube, able to harvest content of this high quality, the creator would not
be able to produce this in order to satisfy its users and potentially could look to distribute their
content on another SNS.

It was clear that “investments in this area of technology deployments [were] likely to increase
substantially, as new programming options and content choices [became] available to an
increasing number of consumers all over the world” (Ahmad and Begen, 2009, p. 68). The
evolution of technical developments in areas, such as the broadband communication network,
video services, SNSs like YouTube, were expected to significantly invest in these technical
areas in order to keep up (Luan, Cai and Xuemin, 2010, p. 64). Research Participant Four
highlighted the importance of one of these technological advancements in relation to Internet

speed:

If the Internet was really slow, then I'd get fed up of watching videos because
I'd just be waiting for it to buffer. So, | mean, | remember when I was younger,
we'd sit down and wait for it all to load and then it would still a buffer you just

end up getting annoyed and just clicking off. (RP4, 2019)

Research Participant Four underlines how technological advancements were not as advanced
as they are now and how it affected their consumption as they would get frustrated with waiting
for the video content to load. It was therefore important for SNSs, especially YouTube, that
these technological advancements developed and allowed the sites to keep up to date allowing

users to access the SNS with these new technologies.
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With YouTube’s partnership with Google and technological developments occurring with “the
recent explosive growth in the demand for video-based social networking applications... as
well as the availability of ever more high-definition TV” (Ahmad and Begen, 2009, p. 68)
YouTube slowly began to increase its video quality. In late 2005, when YouTube first began,
video quality was only at 320-pixels. Although other features were added and adjusted to
YouTube, such as personalised profiles in February 2006, video quality did not modify until
March 2008 to become 480-pixel quality. It was the demand for “more and better quality video
content [from] consumers” (Ahmad and Begen, 2009, p. 68) that was the driving force behind
this change. Therefore, in order for YouTube to keep increasing its traffic to its site, it needed

to keep up with this demand if it was to continue its success.

Development sped up after this, with the next adaptation to video quality in July 2009 from
480-pixels to 720-pixels. A few months later, this expanded to 1080-pixels in November 20009.
Increases in quality continue to occur within YouTube with quality of video currently (2020)
standing at its highest point of 1440-pixels with high definition (HD). It was undoubtable that
YouTube will maintain and continue to increase the quality of video, in line with technological

developments in order to maintain its users.

Research Participant Two goes into great detail of these technological developments of
YouTube and how these have affected the content they watch:

YouTube when it first came out in 2006 was such a small platform and it can
only encode videos is such a small rate. So, you only had videos reaching like
2..240P which is very like small resolution scale to what they used to now.
Technology advances have just grown so rapid you can upload a video in like
the space of 10 minutes rather than like a day or two days with YouTube from...
from when it first started. It's such a different platform as well in the past five
years is still definitely changed. It didn't even reach 1080P till like two years
ago or three years ago and that's such a big thing. So, | guess the technology
advancements have really... really helped YouTube to you know push their
boundaries on what they can actually upload and how fast videos can upscale
themselves. | mean, you can get videos on YouTube that reach out to 4K which
is absolutely insane. You don't really get that in normal televised, you know,
TV productions and you can just get that with some random YouTuber that
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you've never met. | just think that's absolutely brilliant that they've kind of
developed this platform to enable that. (RP2, 2019)

Research Participant Two emphasises many important technological developments that have
aided YouTube’s growth since its launch. Firstly, the basic coding that only allowed slow
uploads onto YouTube when the site first launched which limited the amount of content that
could reach its users. This also only allowed small resolution and low quality which this
research participant later states, when it improved a few years later, was “such a big thing”
(RP2, 2019). Crick (2016) addresses this explaining how YouTube now has more “than a
billion uploads per second...this significantly speeds YouTube’s cultural influence and
impact” (p. XII) and furthermore later discussed how “YouTube is an exemplar user-driven
website that has grown internationally, largely due to the speed at which information can be
duplicated and transmitted across the platform” (Crick, 2016, p. 29). This growth would have
only been possible with the technological developments of the Internet and the speed in which

content can be distributed along this network.

Research Participant Two continues to express how they believe these advancements have
helped YouTube to push the boundaries of entertainment comparing it to that of traditional

content found on devices such as television:

| mean, you can get videos on YouTube that reach out to 4K which is absolutely
insane. You don't really get that in normal televised, you know, TV productions
and you can just get that with some random YouTuber that you've never met. |
just think that's absolutely brilliant that they've kind of developed this platform
to enable that. (RP2, 2019)

Carley (2003) highlights this by expressing how the developments within the Internet has
challenged the structure for traditional media entertainment forms such as the television (Crick,
2016, p. 6). YouTube allowed “in-depth and insightful commentary and analysis perceived to
be absent from other media and are not filtered or censored by traditional media gatekeepers”
(Tremayne, 2012, p. 141). This enable content creator’s greater freedom of speech and
democratised YouTube. Jenkins (2006) discusses the impact that this could have on the
traditional media industry as “each time they move a viewer from television to the Internet,

say, there is a risk that the consumer may not return” (p. 19). Once a new form of media is
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introduced it is highly unlikely that a new generation would see the need to revisit traditional

media forms due to their integration into the digital media.

2.6 Access to YouTube

It was not only the quality of video that improved on YouTube over time, but also the ability
to acquire YouTube’s content no matter where the users is located, assuring they having a
steady Internet connection on a smart device such as a laptop or smartphone. YouTube
announced in January 2009 that “in an effort to emulate a traditional TV experience using a
game console, users/viewers are now able to watch YouTube videos on any TV screen”
(Snickars and Vonderau, 2009, p. 15). This shift in the way users could consume YouTube

challenged the structure of traditional media entertainments forms.

This integration of YouTube’s features into television broadcasting “simultaneously reflect and
construct the emergent culture of connectivity” (Dijck, 2013, p. 111). With the increase
demand from society to connect with one another and the growth in the entertainments industry
the conjunction of different forms of media features created a shift in consumer habits.
Furthermore, the transition of different media platforms obtaining characteristics from other
platforms is known as technological convergence. Rosenberg (1976) defined technological
convergence as “the process by which different industries come to share similar technological
bases” (p. 16). This is reflected when users transition from a traditional media form of
television to YouTube. The visual aspect of YouTube allows the transition from television to

YouTube lessen the learning gap for the consumer making it easier to use.

This transition allowed users easier access to YouTube whilst also allowing its users to not
only project YouTube content onto bigger screens but made YouTube become a more social
experience. Users could now consume YouTube, not only on their personal computers, but also

on a larger television screen inviting other users to enjoy the content on the SNS too.

Within the primary research conducted during the interview stage, Research Participant Three
maintained that they watched YouTube in their living room with their housemates (RP3, 2019).
This underlines a social experience within YouTube, imitation the use of technological
convergence by using a traditional form of entertainment, a television, to use the Internet and
distribute video content allowing a social group to consume YouTube. Buf and Stefanita (2020)

detailed how users expressed “the desire to be involved in a fun activity but also to the need to
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spend time with close friends and family” (p. 77). This type of consumption has allowed for
larger groups of people to enjoy different types of content, sharing their personal preferences
with each other and therefore creators can reach a larger audience increasing YouTube’s
growth. This will be discussed in greater details in later chapters of this thesis. This accessibility
of YouTube onto larger screens would not be possible without the technological developments

within YouTube but also that of entertainment devices such as televisions.

During Research Participant Four’s interview, they were questioned as to where and on what

devices they consume YouTube the most. They went on to say:

I mainly watched YouTube on my smart TV through sky in my bedroom as it
has a big screen so it’s better to watch. I don't really like to watch it on my phone
cause the screen is really small and I can't really get into the content as well.
(RP4, 2019)

They followed on to stated that the larger screen made content easier to view and also harvested
a better environment to consume YouTube content (RP4, 2019). This was an interesting
unearthing as although the participant was using a traditional media form (a television), they
were exploiting its technological features to consume YouTube’s content. This was done via
the application within Sky rather than utilising Sky for all its television content, its main

function.

Crick (2016) highlighted this change, stating that with “the audience increase[ing] every day
on the Internet while the audience grows smaller for broadcast television” (p. 7) it can be seen
that this convergence can “be considered a superior option to the conventional television”
(Borés, Saurina and Torres, 2003, p. 5). With YouTube providing access to hundreds of
thousands of free videos at any time or place with minimal adverts or interruptions in
comparison to television, and even membership features to completely eradicate adverts
altogether (YouTube Red), it is not surprising that users are heading to this SNS over the

traditional media for of television.

During an interview with Research Participant One (RP1), they discussed that they believe the

popularity of YouTube has derived from:
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| think it's definitely like the fact that we can get YouTube from anywhere.
(RP1, 2019)

Following on from this they continued to state:

I'm always watching my actual physical TV, so the fact that I could watch
YouTube through my TV meant that | watched a lot more of it. (RP1, 2019)

This emphasises that the access of YouTube through different technologies, primarily
television, has increased the consumption of YouTube content. However, with the creation of
YouTube’s first mobile application in September 2012, the presentation of YouTube into an
application, available via a mobile phone device, has allowed users more access to the site

virtually anywhere with an Internet connection.

This use of technological convergence was also found within the data obtained via the
questionnaires. Among the 117 participants that took part in the full questionnaire, 97.4%
(114/117) participants identified that they used another technology to watch YouTube on other
than the traditional method of a computer or laptop (see figure 4C). This furthermore
emphasises how the convergence of technologies has affected and moreover increased the
consumption of the SNS YouTube leading to increased popularity and significance in society.

Following on from this, within the questionnaire, research participants also stated over twelve
different technologies that they used to consume content on YouTube. These were: mobile
phones, televisions, laptops, computers, tablets, PlayStation, Amazon Firestick, Sky, Apple
TV, Google Chrome Cast, Xbox, Kindle and an interactive whiteboard. The main source being
mobile phones. With most smart mobile phones allowing continuous access to the Internet
providing you either have Wi-Fi or mobile data, and therefore continuous access to SNSs like
YouTube, the consumption of its content is expected to increase.

Within the quantitative research gathered through questionnaire distribution, of the 117
participants that stated they watched YouTube, 90.6% (106/117) of participants identified they
watch YouTube via a mobile device, many specifying iPhones in particular. Research
Participant Three also stated during their interview that they consumed YouTube mainly on
their phone, especially at night in bed (RP3, 2019). This additionally highlights how the access
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of YouTube on mobile phones has allowed more users to consume higher volumes of YouTube

content and enables a relax environment for viewing.

2.7 Features Within YouTube

Since its creation in 2005, YouTube has enabled its users to do more and more within the site.

Bers (2011) stated that YouTube’s “unique technical and social features support the formation
of a participatory culture among the members of its community” (p. 67). Therefore SNSs, like
YouTube, are continuously changing and adapting their features in order to suit their user’s
expectations and needs, discussed later in Chapter Five, whilst also revealing their competitors.
The continuous change and adaptation allowed not only the creator to bring more content to its
audience but also permit the user to do more with this content be this commenting, sharing or

favouriting.

Dijck (2013) summarises Feenberg (2009) research explaining this in more detail stating that
“social media platforms, rather than being finished products, are dynamic objects that are
tweaked in response to their users’ needs and their owners’ objectives, but also in reaction to
competing platforms and the larger technological and economical infrastructure” (p. 7). This
is illustrated by the changes in YouTube’s features over the years since its creation in 2005 and

correlated with its growth in popularity.

During late 2005, as YouTube was released to the public, users saw many changes within this
SNS as its features began to evolve. These changes ranged from: top videos page (presently
known as the home page), subscriptions, playlists, full screen view and star rating system, and
were all features that YouTube had adopted by the end of 2005. Some of the features are still
prevalent in YouTube today, although some have been adapted into something similar, one of
these being the YouTube thumbs up, previously known as the star rating system. This now
simplified feature enables the user to provide their feedback to the creator on the content
without having to decide on what rating to provide. Furthermore, YouTube are still providing
the user with the option to give feedback but limiting their choices allowing the user to make

a quick and clear decision increase their interactivity with the SNS.

Many features were added in the first two years of YouTube and in 2006 saw the emersion of
personalised profiles, mobile phone uploading, viewing history and video responses.
Throughout the years YouTube has adapted and transformed its interface in order to make the
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SNS more user friendly for its user to help them watch content efficiently. These advancements

have been implemented on YouTube as the technology has evolved allowing these to exist.

The features still prevalent in YouTube today, help users access the content they want in a
more efficient way. Research Participant One and Two both stated during their interviews that
they use many features within YouTube on a regular basis. Both stated they use their own
personal home page, provided that they are signed into their accounts, in order to access their
recommendations and subscriptions. Research Participant One began by saying they go to:

I go to like my home page first where it's got the recommended which is

normally the new videos that I’m subscribe (RP1, 2019)

They followed onto say that a newer feature of the SNS YouTube, push notifications, helps

them consume content from specific creators by having:

I have the notification set on so that when they upload I get like a notification.
(RP1, 2019)

Research Participant Two similarly informed the researcher that:

The home page and suggestion that | use most. (RP2, 2019)

These features have facilitated the increased consumption of YouTube as users can easily
access the content they require in one place and can enable push notifications to their devices
when new content has been uploaded. This notification entices the user to watch the new

content and increases the consumption and growth of the SNS.

In all four interviews, each research participant expressed the features that are enabled on
YouTube which allow them to choose the content they consume. However,F Dijck (2013, p.

113) explains that YouTube’s technical infrastructure is structured in a way to perceive this;

“YouTube’s interface design and its underlying algorithms select and filter
content, guiding user in finding and watching certain videos out of the millions

of uploads, for instance through buttons for “most popular” videos.” Control is
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maintained by an “information management system that steers user navigation
and selects content to promote [making]... users feel they have control over

which content to watch, their choices are heavily directed by referral systems”

(p. 113)

Furthermore, this highlights how although YouTube users may feel they have a large choice of
their own personalised content in front of them, it is actually YouTube’s technological structure
that has strategically placed it there. Research Participant Two mentioned this briefly during

their interview stating:

I am subscribed to the YouTubers that | watch it's just sometimes the content

doesn’t reach out in my subscriptions. (RP2, 2019)

This reinforces the argument that the content that reaches its users is due to the technological
infrastructure of YouTube exhibiting more control over users. This control that YouTube has
on its user’s consumption habits allowed selected YouTube content or personalities to reach a
wider audience. It is likely that YouTube will push out content to its users that they feel appeal

to a larger audience and will furthermore increase the popularity of the SNS.

The penultimate research question within the questionnaires, asked participants to rank, in the
order from the most influential to least, where they believe the rise in YouTube’s popularity
has come from (see figure 4N). This question had six options for participants to rank:
Technological Developments, Personalities on YouTube, Content on YouTube, Accessibility
to the Internet, Culture and Environment and finally, Entertainment and Pleasure. The results
of this question were as follows from most influential to least; firstly was ‘Accessibility to the
Internet’, then came ‘Technological Developments’, joint third was ‘Content on YouTube’ and
‘Entertainment and Pleasure’, fifth came ‘Personalities on YouTube’ and finally ‘Culture and
Environment’. From these results, it is evident that the accessibility to the Internet and
technological developments were the two most influential aspect according to participants
within this research, with both options having been ranked first in every age group of
participants. This evidence furthermore highlights how participants within this research
deemed both of the technological choices within this research as the biggest influence for the

rise in YouTube’s popularity.
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Finally, during their interview Research Participant Four states:

| think like technology and access to the Internet is such a big role in in the
YouTube industry because literally without it wouldn't exist. If like, if people
weren’t interest in and like the culture wasn't like such around like watching
YouTube videos or DIY video on YouTube, it wouldn't be as popular, but it
would still be it would still be able to exist. (RP4, 2019)

This participant highlights that although there is a demand for YouTube content, that this
demand relies heavily on the technology being able to support the content and distribute it to

society.

Conclusion
From the primary and secondary research conducted, discussed, and analysed within this
chapter, it is evident that technological developments have an extremely significant role within

the catalysis of YouTube’s popularity.

The transformation from old technologies such as television and radio, to new media forms
such as the Internet and SNSs have facilitated the participatory culture that society craves.
These new media forms have allowed for UGC to flourish by meeting the needs of society

through technological developments.

The birth of SNSs was only possibly with the grown of technology and its developments over
time. Technology has now been able to grow parallel with its users and with this continuously
growing and developing it is difficult to confidently understand where SNSs like YouTube will
be in the upcoming years. On the other hand, it is very clear to see the impact that technology
has had on the growth of YouTube. The aspects discussed within this chapter: History of the
Internet, The Beginnings of UGC, The Birth of SNS, The Start of YouTube, Quality of Video
Content, Access to YouTube, Features Within YouTube have contributed to the catalysis of

YouTube in today’s society.
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Chapter Three — YouTube and its Content

Introduction

In this chapter, the focus will be on how the content on YouTube has affected the growth of
the SNS. The chapter will start with the exploration of the analysis of content from the start of
YouTube in 2005 to the present day following on to also discuss the importance of video
content uploaded and consumed on YouTube. This will be dissected into four sub-sections
established from primary and secondary research: Beginnings of Content on YouTube, Why
YouTube Content, Content Diversity, Advertisement Placements Within YouTube and finally a
concise conclusion. Primary research, particularly that of qualitative data found in the interview
process, will be discussed, and analysed in detail to explore how users view content within this
SNS.

Although as discussed in the previous chapter, the importance of technological advancements
and the quality of view this can provide, one research participants within this study believed
that content still holds a very important place in the growth of YouTube. Research Participant
Three stated that:

you do a video on a really bad quality camera or video but if it's like the content
is like enticing and like... like you can sit and watch it without getting bored

even if it's bad quality. It's still a decent video. (RP3, 2019)

Nalty and Scott (2010) briefly discuss this in their work, highlighting that “the active viewers
of YouTube want to connect personally with a video creator and poorly edited moments of life
intrigue them” (p. 57). This reinforces the opinion of Research Participant Three and the
significance of the content over the quality and technology used in videos and therefore the

importance of the content uploaded onto YouTube will be discussed further in the chapter.

3.1 Beginnings of Content on YouTube

Content on the Internet and SNSs did not originate as video format. Firstly, as previously
mentioned, in 1997, the beginning of SNS industry was known as, ‘weblogging’ whereby
creators would add commentary with links to other sites purely in text-based formatting. As

SNSs progressed throughout the years and Web 2.0 facilitated the existence of a two-
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directional connection, many users transitioned from weblogging to video blogging, also

known as vlogging, on a site that could facilitate this, YouTube.

The beginning of content uploaded by many creators that had regularly uploaded content onto
a blog previously. Zoe Sugg, who currently has 11.3 million subscribers to her YouTube
channel (Zoella), is now considered one of the “most successful British vloggers in terms of
subscribers on YouTube” (Dredge, 2016, p. 1). Zoe Sugg began her journey as a SNS content
creator through uploading content onto a blog, https://zoella.co.uk and transitioned to YouTube

due to the demand from her readers. Chapman (2005) explains how “online publishing
fundamentally changed the nature of information storage, retrieval and dissemination offering
the possibility of a more dynamic relationship between publisher and reader and blurring of
traditional distinction between them” (pp. 249-50). Brady (2005) explains how this form of
publishing allowed nearly anyone with access to the Internet to be able to create content online

much easier and also be consumed regardless of the creator’s knowledge or skills:

However, the decision to publish was at the discretion of an editor and it largely
depended on literacy skills, social class and luck whether your contribution was
selected from the thousands of others sent to the newspaper or magazine. With the
advent of the internet, publishing ‘one-to-many’ became infinitely easier. Anyone with
a computer and internet connection could publish their own material allowing anyone

else with the necessary equipment to read it. (p. 6)

Zoe Sugg was one of these individuals with access to a computer and the Internet and therefore
decide to publish her own content on her personalised blog. A year of continuously posting
text and image content on her blog, she progressed to video format through YouTube where
her channel grew exponentially. Research Participant Three briefly spoke of the transition
between blogging and YouTube when asked about where they believed the rise in YouTube

popularity has come from:

they started off like blogging, writing about it and then they got into the videos
and then they've got partnership with companies and the company has promoted
them. Therefore, they got a wider audience and that's how it has like grown.
(RP3, 2019)

33



When asked to provide a reason for this, Research Participant Three followed on to say:

They talk about it all the time on their videos like... erm Zoella and people.
(RP3, 2019)

On further investigation on Zoe Sugg’s blog, her ‘About Me’ section clearly highlight how she
began her content on a blog and “has expanded to YouTube with weekly videos and daily
ramblings on two channels” (Sugg, 2019). This furthermore illustrates how YouTube has

allowed content creators to their scope of content from just textual and images to video content.

3.2 Why YouTube Content?

The popularity of content presented and consumed on YouTube is an element of the SNS that

has evolved over the years with “videos go[ing] through not one, but multiple stages of
popularity increase or decrease over many months” (Yu, Xie and Sanner, 2015, p. 533). During
an interview with Research Participant Three they were questioned as to whether their
YouTube content preferences have change since watching YouTube. Research Participant
Three stated that:

they’ve definitely changed, yeah, I definitely didn't watch lifestyle a lot when I
was younger and now, as I've grown up, it's sort of interested me more. (RP3,
2019)

With the application of the Uses and Gratification theory (Katz, Haas and Gurevitch 1973),
which is defined as individuals that seek out specific media content in which satisfies their
needs in order to feel gratification (Whiting and Williams, 2013, pp. 750 - 751); users of
YouTube seek content that fulfils their personal gratification criteria. This will be discussed in

more detail in Chapter Five, User.

Research Participant One follows on with a similar idea to that of Research Participant Three

informing the researcher that:

I'm not rich and I don't like... I don't really want to see videos about them like
shopping in Gucci and stuff like that because | can't shop at Gucci, like it's not
relatable whereas I'd rather watch someone like talk about how they bought
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loads of stuff at IKEA because | can then go to IKEA and buy them things.
(RP1, 2019)

This statement from Research Participant One highlights the importance of content being
relatable to the user in order for it to enjoyable to consumed more. Research Participant One
also emphasises the idea of relatable content when discussing why they watch a certain
YouTuber:

It's like a really big thing for her because she is like my age so her moving out
the first time. | have very similar styled to her, so I like obsessive with that
series. (RP1, 2019)

The idea of watching content that is relatable allows the user to connect with what they are

watching. Without content that the user finds relatable they are less likely to consume.

Opposingly, Research Participant Four goes into more detail in regard to the content that they
watch when asked about how important relatable content is to them. The discussed how not all

content necessarily needs to be relatable:

like I was saying earlier like... I like to watch like things about stationary or
something because | go to university and | need stationary but then who I
watched the most is a family of vlioggers and | don't have a family. | mean they
have four kids six dogs. | don't have four kids and six dogs but they're still my
favourite people to watch I suppose it's... I suppose it's more like, it doesn't
reflect my lifestyle but that's maybe what | maybe aspire my lifestyle to be like
that because they have this sort of glamorized life and they have a big house,
what looks like a perfect family and everything, there is nothing wrong with any
of them. So | suppose sometimes it does reflect what I'm interesting into my
lifestyle, but then I don't think that's is a necessarily necessary for me to enjoy
the content. (RP4, 2019)

This passage from the interview with Research Participant Four emphasises how some content
they watch is relatable however not essential. They do also bring up a relevant point regarding
aspiring their lifestyle to be the YouTuber whose content they consume.
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With user of SNSs like Research Participant Four aspiring to the lifestyles of content creators,
YouTubers therefore hold a large influence on their user. Fraser and Brown (2002) discussed
this when arguing the difference between hero and celebrity highlighting that “people develop
psychological bonds with both groups and seek to emulate their lives” (p. 185). With the user
seeking to imitate the lives of these YouTubers, consumption is likely to increase for the user
to gather more information on how they can adopt this lifestyle they seek. Research Participant
Four highlights how they have been watching a YouTuber whose lifestyle they aspire to be for
eight years:

the eight years they have uploaded them, I don't think I've ever found a vlog that
is dull and boring. It's just, just their life. (RP4, 2019)

This draws upon consumer culture, which is questioned by Miles (1998) when he discusses the
validity of individual freedom versus constructed consumption patterns; “do we as consumers
design our own lifestyles or are those lifestyles designed for us?” (p. 36). This reinforces the
idea that this connection between the YouTuber and user increases the consumption and

therefore popularity of YouTube.

During the first interview Research Participant One stated that they found YouTube was:

definitely my main source of entertainment (RP1, 2019)

and continue later in the interview to express that:

my choices of what | watch on YouTube is definitely affected by what entertains
me. (RP1, 2019)

From this interview it is also evident that users consume YouTube for an entertainment
purposes. With Sandvine Intelligent Broadband Networks (2013) discovering that “YouTube
continues to be the largest single source of real-time entertainment traffic... which makes it the
leading source of Internet traffic in the entire world” (p. 2); the idea of what YouTube content

users find entertaining and makes YouTube content enjoyable was brought into the next three
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interviews. This was investigated to analysis and understand roughly what users of this SNS

look for in YouTube content.

During the following interviews participants discussed several factors that contribute to

ensuring content is enjoyable and consumable.

I feel like it's more... more like a relaxation for me just to sit back and just it's
like watching a movie. As weird as it sounds you just sit back, watch someone
you know rant on for like 10 minutes about something random or if it's
something you're interested in then they'll just rant on 10 minutes about that. It's
just kind of relaxing in a way as well and it's kind of like... it's kind of like a
mood, to make your mood a lot more chill, if that's the right word. (RP2, 2019)

If they're like funny and their content like grabs you. So, like if | find and watch
a video and I'm not interested in the first minute or two I'm just like yeah no,
not watching it, move on. But if it's funny and | am interested then | will
continue watching it. (RP3, 2019)

| think 1 don't like anything out the ordinary. I like it to be like content like |
expect to see so. Like the Sacconejolys, the family vlogger, | expect to see like
a daily... a daily vlog or something of that sort. If they suddenly do something
completely different, I wouldn't really enjoy that cause it's not what | expected
to see. | think there needs to be like some upbeat, kind of feel to the video, I'm
not going to sit there it's like a monotone nothing, just like boring. Yeah I think
it's going to be the type of content that I'm interested in for me to enjoy it. (RP4,
2019)

During their interviews, the research participants expressed all different reasons from
relaxation to humour to explain what they believe makes YouTube content enjoyable. It is clear
to understand that there are multiple factors to what makes YouTube content entertaining and
through my own self analysis of the content that | myself consume, may not be entertaining or
fulfilling to the next user. This could be dependent on anything from who you are with or
previous experience with other similar content which was also expressed by Research
Participant One. When asked does other content that you previously watched on YouTube

affect how you see another person’s content, the participant answered:

Yes definitely (RP1, 2019)

Research Participant One previously explained how the content previous uploaded by other

creators had affected her viewing:
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It's really boring and | don't really like it anyway. But yeah, | think even because
it's someone I like to watch doesn’t make it interesting. ... | saw Safiya Nygaard,
one of my favourites again, just literally yesterday posted a ‘I try ASMR video’
and | haven't watched. Whereas normally | would literally watch anything she
posted, |1 would watch it in like within ten minutes cause | get a notification.
(RP1, 2019)

However, amidst the reasons for finding YouTube content entertaining, 75% of participants
during their interview expressed a very clear reason for returning to YouTube which was series

or repeat content.

Series are a common element used within YouTube by many creators. This content emulates
more traditional forms of media and the episodic nature of television. The content style and
narrative remain similar and each episode follows on from the other creating a sense of
familiarity with the content for the user. This can also build anticipation for the continuation

of the content being produce as the user has to wait for the next instalment.

During the questionnaire research process, question six asked participants if they watch
multiple videos from the same YouTuber (see figure 4F). Results showed that 66.67% of
participants said yes and then when asked to discuss why they watched the same YouTuber;
their content specifically was the highest rated reason with 57.70% and the runner up reason
only rating at 19.23%. This furthermore emphasises that users of YouTube often consume
similar content by revisiting a specific individual’s channel and consuming all their content.
This would aid the catalysation of YouTube as the SNS facilitates users being able to re-watch
uploaded content. With increased views and time spent on the site, the SNS would have

increased consumption.

Before the interview, each participant was also asked to fill out the questionnaire used
previously in the research. When asked why they watch multiple videos from the same

YouTuber Research Participant Three stated that:

YouTubers often make series of videos therefore multiple videos to watch.
(RP3, 2019)
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and Research Participant Four answered the same question during their questionnaire,

informing the researcher that they:

enjoy the content or it’s part of a series, so I continue watching. (RP4, 2019)

Both participants highlighted that the content being part of a series reinforced them to watch
and consume more content. As a result, this type of content helps to increase YouTube’s

popularity as more content is being consumed by its users.

Research Participant One also discussed the idea of series within their interview. They

elaborated that a certain YouTuber:

she does like different series, but you don't know when they're going to be
posted. So, I'd be like oww when is she going to post, like when is she going to
post part 4 of like this certain series and stuff. (RP1, 2019)

This comment from Research Participant One highlighted how YouTubers attract their users
to keep them waiting for more content to be posted by using series to keep their interest and

leave them on a cliff hanger wanted more.

Research Participant Four also commented on how they look for familiar content being

uploaded on YouTube by the creators they are subscribed to:

I think | don't like anything out the ordinary. | like it to be like content like |
expect to see so ... If they suddenly do something completely different, I
wouldn't really enjoy that cause it's not what | expected to see ... | do expect to
see a similar sort of videos, similar style. (RP4, 2019)

Familiarity within content also seems to be a key factor as to why YouTube users return to

SNS. Similarly, Research Participant Two discussed why they watched content from the same

YouTuber and explained that for:
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The most part this is definitely like a familiarity of... of the of what kind of
content they have. (RP2, 2019)

People will go back to watch them more and more and they'll get used to that
kind of content and want to watch them. (RP2, 2019)

This participant highlights the importance of genre of content and the expectations set out by
the users. YouTube offers a categorisation system identifying different genres of content; the
Trending page offers the genres Music, Gaming, News, Films and Fashion & Beauty. It is
within these categories that further recommendations are made based on similarity of content.
Grant (2007) explains how genre seeks to “tell familiar stories with familiar characters in
familiar situations” (p. 1) and these subcategories provide comfort for the user in knowing
which genre of content they are about to consume. It is therefore expected that when a user’s
needs are not fulfilled by the content in these genres, the creator will get less views. This
solidifies the reasoning behind content creators implementing repeat concepts and ideas within
their content, creating series and general themes of genre for their channel. It is these genres
within YouTube that allow the distinguishing categories of communities such as “the beauty

community” or “gaming community” which fans can associate themselves with.

However, Simonsen (2011) argues that “the categories are generally too wide and thematically
tied” and “some of the categories refer to already existing genres, which on YouTube involve
divergent connotations, since the video format and process of producing and consuming differ
from other types of audio-visual broadcasting” (p. 75). The concept of UGC enables the viewer
to create content that may be difficult to categorise into certain genres, such as vlogging,
fictional content, music videos and more. Whilst “some of the videos correspond with the
proposed category”, the scope and freedom of content available on YouTube may fail to meet
genre-based expectations. This is where the features of YouTube, previously discussed,
including suggested channels and videos assist the user as opposed to categorisation.

3.3 Content Diversity

With the entry levels into YouTube being extremely low, the content within YouTube has be
able to expand in order to create an extremely large collection of varied video content. Given
the diversity of content available on YouTube and as of “May 2019, more than 500 hours of

video were uploaded to YouTube every minute” (Clement, 2019, p. 1), users of YouTube are
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continuously growing, and therefore their preferences are changing. Research Participant One
stated that:

my choices of what | watch on YouTube is definitely affected by what entertains
me. (RP1, 2019)

With what we as consumers define as entertaining changing on a daily basis it comes to no
surprise that YouTube facilitates the upload of many different genres of entertainment in order
to push the boundaries of content on a daily basis. It is also subsequently how the popularity

of certain content on YouTube continuously changes.

Within the questionnaire, question four asked participants what category of YouTube videos
they watched, from most watched to least, out of a series of options (see figure 4D). These
options were: lifestyle, gaming, vlogs, beauty, comedy, DIY and music. The top three most
popular results were music at 34.19%, comedy at 29.91% and lifestyle at 18/80% followed by
vlogs, beauty, DIY and finally gaming.

It comes as no surprise that music was ranked the top genre of content consumed on YouTube.
According to Social Blade (2020), within the top ten most subscribed YouTube channels in the

United Kingdom, six of these were music channels and/or musicians.

In the beginning of YouTube’s development, the foundations were built on YouTube and the
partnerships it developed. Crick (2016) explained that these partnerships were strategic and
first created a music provider know as VEVO which “allowed YouTube to increase the number
of professionally produced music videos hosted by companies such as Sony and Universal” (p.
37). This partnership allowed for YouTube to increase its popularity and catalysis YouTube

dramatically by providing music videos for its users.

The algorithm and advertising within YouTube are often concepts that are debated a lot
amongst content creators, users and also academic researchers. Crick (2016) highlighted the

issues with how content reaches its users through advertising and recommended videos.

“while the overall numbers of videos might represent a fair split between UGC

videos and professionally produced videos, because of Google’s predictive and
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advertising technologies, the recommended videos, tailored to the individual
visitor after a few visits, represent primarily professionally produced video
content. The Popular on YouTube, Music, Movies and News channels in 2014

were typically dominated by professional video content.” (p. 31)

Research Participant Two reinforces this idea during their interview highlighting that:

| am subscribed to the YouTubers that | watch it's just sometimes the content

doesn’t reach out in my subscriptions. (RP2, 2019)

With this and the combination of both the YouTube’s partnerships within the music industry
and also the top subscribed YouTube channels being music based, it was anticipated that music
was rated the highest consumed within the primary research. Prior to the integration of music
streaming platforms such as Spotify, Tidal, Amazon Music and Deezer, music was either
available for purchase or able to consume when watching music videos. Before YouTube,
music videos were only available to view on television, in pre-created structures, based on
popularity at the given time; “traditional music television programming worked much like a

radio broadcast model” (Edmond, 2014, p. 311).

However, after the development of YouTube, the platform became a resource for “artists that
allow them to refine, augment, and transform their crafts” (Cayari, 2011, p. 2) and for audiences
to search and choose the music videos that they desire to watch. YouTube and video sharing
sites enabled this change and reshaped the music video industry; “Music videos are now
characterized by the searchable and on-demand nature of online exhibition, an amplified
variety and a greatly expanded definition of what might be considered a music video”
(Edmond, 2014, p. 313). Whilst music streaming platforms, mentioned above, now allow
choice for the user in their listening habits, YouTube remains a large representative of visual
music consumption. Furthermore, “music videos have become some of the most “viral” of all
online video content” (Edmond, 2014, p. 316) due to the features and availability of the

platform.

Whilst the individual factors discussed within this individually contributed to the growth of
YouTube, there are several factors and themes that were discussed which intersect and directly

contribute towards this. For example, when previously discussing YouTube’s content diversity,
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a large contributing factor which has steered this will be audience, their sense of community

and desire to belong. This will be discussed in more detail in the audience section.

3.4 Advertisement Placements Within YouTube

In mid-2007, YouTube created its Partner Program which allowed revenue to be generated
from advertisements on the SNS. This helped YouTube to establish and facilitate economic
associations and moreover help to increase its consumption (Crick, 2006, pp. 37-38). This
partnership allowed advertisements to be placed before, in between and around video content

being uploaded onto YouTube.

When participants within this research were asked if they had ever purchased something from
YouTube, upon first glance the results were extremely split between yes and no (see figure
4L). After closer analysis, it was clear that 82.69% of respondents said they had purchased
something because of YouTube were aged 16 — 34 years old. This follows on to support that
interviewers’ questionnaire results which targeted this age group, with all participants
answering yes to having purchased something because of YouTube. This confirms that 16 — 34
year olds as the most persuaded by YouTuber’s thoughts and hold their opinions and views
with higher regards. This furthermore means that this age groups is more likely to be influenced

and acted upon YouTuber’s content.

During their interview Research Participant One delved into the reason behind why they watch

adverts within YouTube content:

| was watching someone's video, and someone told me that if you watch the
entire advert they get like more money and so I'm like yeah I'll watch this advert
for you like do you know what | mean? Erm, because it makes you feel like
you're like supporting them. Like I love YouTube and I think the more people
that can earn from it and things like that the more that it’s going to continue to
thrive... I think it’s great that people can like earn a living from something that

provides so much entertainment. (RP1, 2019)

The research participant highlights how they consume advertising content within YouTube in
order to not only support the content creator but also the industry as a whole. They mention
later, during their interview, how Vine shut down because of the lack of economic structure:
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| used to love Vine and that shut down because people didn't earn money from
it. (RP1, 2019)

The introduction of advertising creating a new form of revenue within YouTube has allowed
the industry to increase its economical stature and invest more into the SNS allow it to cultivate
and catalysis its growth. However, it has been stressed by Siva Vaidhyanathan (2012) that
content creators are ‘laborers’ to YouTube and Google; “We could say Google is taking a free
ride on the creative content of billions of content creators... it’s hardly a fairly negotiated
arrangement” (p. 30). This saw a slowly shift in content as the introduction of sponsored

content began.

This type of content allowed for advertising products to be placed or featured within the SNS
amongst YouTube content, without drawing the user away from the page. YouTube has
facilitated “Brands [to] have a near-term opportunity to partner with these starts for cost-
efficient ways of reach large audiences” with “amateurs are being watched more frequently
than most television shows.” (Nalty and Scott, 2010, p. 3). It is therefore not surprising that
YouTube is significantly accountable for advertising redundancies in traditional media outlets

such as television (Crick, 2016, p. xvi).

However, there were many issues in relation to this type of content. This form of advertising
involved businesses approaching content creators directly with contract deals in exchange to
be feature in the content creators’ video. This meant that marketers of Web 2.0 could use
YouTube content to “advertise without appearing to do so — by creating and place commercial
message that appear to be genuine content” (Keen, 2011, p. 89), which was not always

considered as honest practice.

In the earlier years of sponsored content, this cause a lot of speculation as it was unclear to
users as to whether opinions were truthful or had an unknown profitable gain. In recent years,
content creators across all SNSs have a legal obligation to disclose whether any content

uploaded features any sponsored or paid for content giving transparency to the user.

This form of advertising allowed for content creators to substantially grow their income in

addition to what they received from advertising revenue. Therefore “dozens of amateurs have
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quit their day jobs and are living comfortably from YouTube advertising sharing and revenue
from sponsored videos” (Nalty and Scott, 2010, p. 124). However, during the interview process

of this research, some issues were uncovered with this.

Research Participant One who had previously stated they would watch YouTube adverts during
YouTube content to support the industry and creator also expressed their opinion on how

content creators change when their income and status increases:

you can tell 100% when a YouTuber is like now starting to get loads of money
because their content does change... Most cases for the worst...I’m not
rich...like it is not relatable. (RP1, 2019)

Other research participants within the interview also expressed concerns with advertising

content which was received directly from the content creator rather than YouTube itself:

If it's not like sponsored content and they're just saying that for the sake of it.
(RP2, 2019)

This concern discussed by participants highlights the idea of authenticity of this form of
advertising content. This is further discussed in Chapter Four, Content Creators. Consumers of
YouTube sponsored content are unsure where the content creators’ priorities are with the
business contract and money or their own morals, values and opinion to the product being
featured. Research Participant Three emphasised this concern during their interview highting

their uncertainty with sponsored content:

But also sometimes they promote video promote objects or products that they
don't really know about, they're just promoting it because they're getting money.
(RP3, 2019)

Moreover, YouTube could be described as “a long commercial break dressed up as
democratized media” (Keen, 2011, p. 91) however, whether the user of YouTube content
agrees with sponsored content and advertising on this SNS, there is no doubt that this form of
content has allowed for a highly significant growth in the platform. Crick (2016) evaluated the
effect of YouTube’s advertising content explaining that “on a massive scale YouTube has
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expanded its user profiles, traffic and video uploads...YouTube’s economical influence and
unique Google-inspired advertising model continues to drive traffic to the website” (p. 45).
This increased drive in traffic to YouTube, has increased its economic structure, allowing not
only YouTube to financially benefit but also its content creators. Klein (2009) argues that users
are “blind to the alluring images of advertising and deaf to the empty promises of celebrity
spokespersons” (p. 14) and it could be this blindness that draws users to consume this form of

content.

With creators earning more income from the site and migrating their fulltime employment to
YouTube by becoming part of the Partnership Program, more content is being uploaded to the

SNS, reaching a wider and more diverse users. As Research Participant One stated:

Whereas no, you hear of people like you hear of Shane Dawson's like content
and you're like wow that's really cool | need to watch that kind of thing... and |

dunno, like things... and and... more people watch it the more you hear about

it. (RP1, 2019)

This means that YouTube content reaches a higher volume of SNS users and has contributed

to the growth and expansion of YouTube to society.

Although during the questionnaire results, content was rated second by participants in relation
to the importance of YouTube’s growth (see figure 40), participants expressed that content
was the main reason they returned to YouTube regularly (see figure 4F and 4G). This confirms
that whilst participants may not have seen content as an important factor in YouTube’s growth,
content is still a contributing factor for the continuous traffic towards the SNS. Without this
traffic to the site, it would have failed to become as significant in society as it currently is as
without reaching the site, the content cannot be valued. YouTube could have potentially been

shut down due to economic status similar to Vine without the magnitude of content creation.

Furthermore, a connection that can be made between the theme of advertising within YouTube
is between advertising and consumer capital. The sense of belonging, previously discussed,
could be amplified by the advertising within YouTube. Whilst the sense of belonging can be
located within the community aspect of YouTube, YouTuber’s who advertise and recommend

expenditure offer another pathway into becoming accepted by the YouTuber and other users.
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Conclusion
It can be said that “’YouTube and online video service have yielded new patterns of television

watching” (Kim, 2012, p. 54) however it is the diversity and variety of the content that has

allowed YouTube to truly flourish.

Unlike television channels, for example the BBC, whose purpose is to "to act in the public
interest, serving all audiences through the provision of impartial, high-quality and distinctive
output and services which inform, educate and entertain” (BBC, 2020), YouTube feels that
“that everyone deserves to have a voice, and that the world is a better place when we listen,
share and build a community through our stories” (YouTube, 2020). This further exemplifies
the differences between traditional media forms and modern digital media, despite their similar

popularity.

YouTube pushes the boundaries through its content by permitting any user to create the content
themselves, challenging traditional forms of media. This push and drive of user-generated
content “at more than a billion uploads per second” (Crick, 2016, p. xii) is something that
television and traditional media fail to provide. With YouTube harvesting “more content and
viewers than any television network” (Nalty and Scott, 2010, p. 2), this increased traffic to the
SNS has catalysed its growth and importance in today’s society. This chapter has summarised
the importance of content diversity and its’ distinguishing features from other media forms as

well as how this has affected YouTube’s development.
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Chapter Four — Content Creators

Introduction

In this chapter the exploration of content creators as individuals will be discussed, and an
investigation will be conducted into how the personalities behind the content on YouTube have
contributed to its growth. The transition of SNS content creators into celebrities will be
examined, debated and evaluated using primary research with the application of secondary
research. The argument will be divided by characteristic type of the individual and how this
contributes to their popularity. In summary, the following chapter will discuss the idea of
YouTubers as celebrities and then dissect characteristics and traits of YouTubers into trust,

assets, talent and personality.

In accordance with the previous chapter, in their interview Research Participant Three stated
that the increased popularity on YouTube goes hand in hand with the content uploaded and the

personality behind the creation:

Content and personality. Definitely. | feel like those two. If you don't have good
personality and don't come across... like, I don’t know how to explain it but if
you if you've come across a bit like snobbish and a bit like you don't care you're
just making videos because you can cause you know that you'll get an audience,
make money off your content is not going to be as great, but if you have a great
personality and you're making it because you want to make then your content is
gunna be better. (RP3, 2019)

Content creators have become a vital contributor towards the development of the Web 2.0 as
they have converted from solely passive consumers of the web to co-developers and content
contributors, providing UGC on SNSs (Constantinides and Fountain, 2008, p.233). Without
content creators publishing UGC onto SNSs like YouTube, these sites would subsequently
suffer from a lack of diversity and would lose their unique selling point (USP) of a
democratized platform. It is this original and creative content and the ability to allow anyone
to contribute, that has drawn users away from traditional media forms like television towards

this new media form.
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Dijck (2013) highlights how users of the SNSs have become an important part of the
development of these sites, “it is a truism to say that media has historically coevolved with the
public that uses them” (p. 5). The majority of users that began accessing SNSs like YouTube
have now evolved with the site and become active contributors via their own content creation
or commenting on, liking/disliking and/or sharing other videos. With the Web 2.0 facilitating
the contributions of its user to SNSs like YouTube, which has now allowed over one billion
hours of video content to be video viewed every day to date (YouTube, 2020), it is important
for content to stand out in order to gain popularity and we will discuss below how many use

certain personality traits to achieve this.

With the rise in UGC and masses of content becoming available to the users of SNSs, content
creators began investigating different tactics that would enable them to stand out. Thomas,
Hunter, Lobato and Richardson (2014) detail how the “rise in Web 2.0 has pushed the amateur
to the forefront of public discourse... amateur producers are now seen as key drivers of the
creative economy” (p. 1). Content creators became YouTube personalities, similar to the social
media influencers that were prevalent on other sites such as Instagram and Facebook. Deller
and Murphy (2019) furthermore highlights that “While user-created videos take many forms,
we are concerned here with personality driven content, where creators appear front-and-centre”

(p. 114) and it is this content on YouTube that truly flourishes to discover newfound celebrities.

It is significant contributing factor that many YouTube users spend hours absorbing this UGC
daily and the reason behind will be evaluated from the primary research conducted during this
research. Analysis of this data revealed key themes in relation to content creators and these will
be explored, analysed and debated within this chapter.

4.1 Are YouTubers Celebrities?

Cashmore (2006) discussed celebrity culture and how the evolution of the celebrity world

began. They detailed that overtime there were triggers, conditions and causes which created
celebrity culture and our fascination with celebrity figures, creating a timeline of all these
events (p. 2). This has led to society having a “preoccupation with famous persons whose lives
never intersect with our own and whose fortunes make no material difference to us”
(Cashmore, 2006, p. 1). This in turn, explains the increased viewership of celebrity YouTubers
and creates a differentiation between a casual uploader and one earning their living via uploads
and brand deals.
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SNSs, particularly YouTube, have allowed ordinary individuals to showcase their evolution
into a new form of celebrity (Burgess, Green, Jenkins and Hartley, 2013, p. 23). Through the
exhibition of themselves in their content, content creators have excelled their popularity to gain

this new form of celebrity status.

This exhibition is defined by Senft (2013, pp. 346 — 354) as the distribution of corporate and
branded video content of oneself through online technologies such as YouTube. Senft called
this the ‘microcelebrity’ by which individuals would build and preserve an online presence and

identity which they can use in order to gain an income and create their own brand.

The exhibition of themselves has allowed YouTubers’ content to grow in popularity and
expand furthermore increasing their audience reach. Research Participant One stated in their

interview when asked why that believe that YouTubers have excelled in popularity that:

I'd definitely say that the fact that YouTubers themselves become more like
celebrity like. (RP1, 2019)

Rindova, Pollock and Hayward (2006) define one celebrity characteristic as “a social actor
attracts largescale public attention: the greater the number of people who know of and pay
attention to the actor, the greater the extent and value of that actor’s celebrity” (pp. 50 — 51).
With YouTube grown in popularity from its thousands of videos content and views, it is
therefore no surprise that a new form of celebrity has evolved from this media platform, in that
of the microcelebrity.

These microcelebrities have also began to embody themselves in traditional consumption. An
example of this would be ‘NikkieTutorials’. Nikkie began her channel with a minimal amount
of makeup and experience in the beauty industry. After gaining popularity and growing her
channel on YouTube, Nikkie now has opportunities available only to those who have a
following and fanbase, like that of a celebrity. After several collaborations with large beauty
brands including Too Faced and featuring on her own TV show, Nikkie may be more
recognisable now as a celebrity in the traditional definition, due to the scope of her reach. Not
only does YouTube allow these individuals to flourish, but their involvement on the site brings
in views from other platforms and associated media that they have an influence on.
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This is an instance where a YouTuber branches away from purely online interaction with fans,
creating a physical product to market in collaboration with other well-known brands. This is in
order to reach a common goal, further growth. Whilst the YouTuber, in this circumstance
NikkieTutorials, is often paid for these collaborations, they are able to bring their fandom into
the client base of the collaborating company, i.e. TooFaced, and increase sales. A fandom can
be defined as “the self-selected organization of a group of fans who both enjoy an extant media
object, and who create additional content about that extant media object” (Booth, 2010, p. 22)

Research Participant Two discussed in their interview that the concept of fandoms is more than

just the average viewer, suggesting that:

"a fandom is where you get a viewer, but they go a little over like more they'll
do more for the YouTuber [...] like if a YouTuber was launching merch, that's
what the fandom would really really want because... because they want to
support the creator.” (RP2, 2019)

In turn, those who regularly purchase products within the beauty industry or specifically from
this brand are likely to be influenced to visit the YouTube of the collaborating personality,
increasing traffic to their channel. Essentially, this is a convergence of celebrity endorsement
which is widely seen in traditional media formats from similar brands, now integrating
YouTube stars; "celebrity endorsement is widely used in marketing because marketers believe
that celebrities attract the attention of consumers and the celebrities’ positive traits are
transferred to the endorsed brands™ (Chung and Cho, 2017. p.481). These positive traits will

be discussed later in the personality discussion.

The growth in a YouTuber’s audience reach, gradually allows them to be able to financially
rely on their YouTube career, looking to receive an income either full time or part time. This
transition enables the YouTuber to invest more time and money into the platform and
subsequently grow their following and income even further. As discussed in chapter three,
Content, the YouTuber, especially the microcelebrity, brings increased revenue to YouTube
through attracting larger audiences and therefore increasing advertisement viewership. This is

therefore a mutually beneficial partnership between YouTube and the identified celebrity.
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The development and need for social talent agencies have allowed YouTube channels and
content creators to work with brands, facilitating cross platform collaborations increasing
YouTubers income through advertising and branding (Lobato, 2016, p. 349). This gradual
increase in following and content eventually opens the pathway to a form of celebrity status.
A celebrity status allows the YouTuber to gain mainstream media attention furthermore

escalating their popularity reinforcing their celebrity status and moreover YouTube as a whole.

Graeme Turner has opened many discussions with his academic research on celebrities and
conducted analysis on aspects that have formed this new type of celebrity. Turner (2010)
discusses, how there has been a programmatic shift from the elite to ordinary through different
social media platforms. These platforms have allowed the capacity for ordinary individuals to
achieve celebrity elite status through “intrinsic ordinariness” (p. 12). Some content creators on
YouTube have utilised their trait of ’ordinariness’ in order to build up their audience and

platform.

YouTube therefore has catalysed the growth of this new form of celebrity, substantially
increasing the growth of the SNS overall. Kyncl and Peyvan (2017) highlight how the
definition of celebrity has altered with the growth of content creator’s popularity on SNSs; “It
has redefined what it means to be a celebrity and who can become one. It has thrust[ed] new
people in the spotlight who understand that fame has changed” (2017, p. x). It is this change in

how fame can be acquired that has cultivated YouTube.

However, during the conduction of primary research, there were contrasting views on
YouTubers as celebrities. Participants involved in the questionnaire were asked at question
nine if they viewed YouTubers as celebrities (see figure 4K). The response to this question was
clearly divided with 55.56% of respondents not deeming YouTubers as celebrities. An
evaluation of the participants that stated YouTubers as celebrities, 89.58% were under the age
of thirty-four years old.

On the other hand, during the