AALBORG
UNIVERSITY

20.40 ol N
Qi Explore Following For You Q

' TikTok’s Influence
on User Interests and
Self-Perception

13 Repost to followers

Maria | photographer **' ®Photo
The Art of Framing [i...

Master’s Thesis A
Information Studies, 4th semester

Authors: Hristina-Maria Krasimirova Delcheva,
Maria Zdravkova llieva
Supervisor: Erik Ottar Jensen
Date: 31/05/2026
Number of characters incl. spaces: 272.981
Number of pages: 114



Abstract

Social media has become deeply embedded in everyday life, where users seek not only
entertainment but also information and social connection. Unlike traditional social media platforms
thatrely primarily on content from followed accounts, TikTok places algorithmically curated content
at the centre of the user experience, making personalisation a defining feature of everyday platform
use. This thesis explores how Gen-Z women experience and interpret the boundary between their
own self-perception and perceived platform influence when engaging with curated TikTok content.
More specifically, it examines how the For You Page can be experienced as a mirror of the self, while
also shaping aspects of the self, behaviours and social norms.

The study is grounded in an interpretivist and hermeneutic approach and draws on Self-Perception
Theory, Social Norm Theory, Filter Bubble Theory, and Algorithmic Folk Theories. Methodologically,
the research is based on digital diaries and semi-structured interviews with photo elicitation
conducted with seven active TikTok users who identify as women. The data was analysed through
affinity mapping and reflexive thematic analysis.

The findings show that participants often experienced TikTok’s curated content as reflective of their
interests, emotions, humour, values, and life situations, making the FYP feel like a personalised
mirror that creates relatability, validation, and belonging. However, this reflection is not neutral.
Since TikTok responds to engagement and repeatedly amplifies certain content, what appears as
recognition of the self can also reinforce and shape what feels relevant, meaningful, or central. At
the same time, platform influence is not only connected to content that already resonated with
participants. TikTok also exposes users to trends, lifestyles, opinions, behaviours, and social
expectations that may not initially be understood as part of the self. Through repeated exposure,
such content can shape perceptions, interests, or desirability, thereby reinforcing social norms by
making certain behaviours, appearances, products, or ways of living appear more common,
accepted, or aspirational over time.

Participants developed their own explanations of how the algorithm worked, often understanding
the FYP as shaped by their engagement, searches and past interactions. A key part of the study are
the tensions that occurred during everyday TikTok use. Participants appreciate personalisation but
become uneasy when recommendations feel too accurate. They know that their engagement
shaped the FYP, but repeated content could still make certain ideas, lifestyles, or expectations feel
more widespread than they might be. They used TikTok for information, while also questioning its
credibility, and felt that they had trained their algorithm over time, while still lacking full control over
what appeared. Together, these tensions show that TikTok’s curated content works in subtle and
overlapping ways: it can reflect existing interests, reinforce what already feels meaningful, and
expose users to new norms. The thesis therefore argues that self-perception and platform influence
are not separate processes but become intertwined through everyday engagement with the FYP.

Keywords: TikTok, For You Page, Gen-Z Women, Curated Content, Algorithmic Personalisation,
Algorithmic Folk Theories, Self-Perception, Digital Identity, Social Norms, Filter Bubble
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1. Introduction

Nowadays, social media occupies an important place in daily life where users seek not only
entertainment, but also information and social connection. Unlike traditional social media
platforms that rely primarily on content from followed accounts, TikTok places algorithmically
curated content at the centre of the user experience, making personalisation a defining feature of
everyday platform use.

The continuous curation of content, tailored specifically to the users’ preferences and behaviours,
contributes to exceptionally high levels of platform use, with TikTok ranking among the most-used
social media platforms on average, with users based in Denmark spending over 33 hours per month
on the app (Statista 2024). The platform is predominantly used by women, accounting for 53.9% of
Danish users (Statista 2025) and is identified as overused by children and young adults (The Danish
Competition and Consumer Authority, (Danish Competition and Consumer Authority 2025). These
facts highlight altogether the particular relevance for exploring the experiences of women Gen-Z
within the context of TikTok.

Women Gen-Z, now women in early adulthood, are navigating a complex period of identity
development, making decisions about career, relationships, and lifestyle. They are also a generation
that “matured” with TikTok, being among the first users of the platform, since it gained popularity
during the COVID pandemic. This long-term exposure might have consequences on their self of self
and identity formation. More specifically, it could make the curated TikTok content to be experienced
as a mirror of the self, while simultaneously subtly influencing perceptions, norms and preferences.
The problem is that TikTok’s algorithmic curation is not fully transparent to users, making it difficult
to know how content is selected, prioritized, and personalized. As a result, the boundary between
identity reflection and platform influence can become blurred, making it difficult for young women
to distinguish which interests, thoughts, or behaviours feel authentically self-chosen and which may
be subtly shaped by the platform.

The core point of interest of this study therefore lies in exploring the very complex relationship of the
young Gen-Z women with the platform — characterized by both benefits and downsides, theories,
tensions, reflections and controversies. More specifically, with this paper, we would like to explore
the role of TikTok in relation to the sense of self and identity formation, through the lens of women’s
perceptions themselves. In the heart of this study are the women’s own experiences and thoughts,
which gives a valuable perspective when approaching these dynamics.



1.1 Problem Formulation

How do women in early adulthood experience and interpret the boundary between their own self-
perception and perceived platform influence when engaging with curated TikTok content?

Research questions:

1. How do users perceive and make sense of TikTok's algorithmic curation and platform
affordances that shape the content they encounter?

2. How do young women experience TikTok’s curated content as reflecting or resonating with
their sense of self?

3. How do young women perceive TikTok content as shaping or reinforcing certain aspects of
their identity or social norms?

4. How doyoung women critically reflect on TikTok, its curated content and their own platform
experiences?

2. Context - TikTok and the For You Page

TikTok is a short-form video platform built around vertically formatted content and scroll-based
interaction, allowing users to upload and watch videos ranging from a few seconds to 60 minutes
(TikTok, n.d.). In this thesis, TikTok is understood as a space where users continuously interact with
algorithmically curated content. These interactions include, for example, likes, comments, shares,
saves, follows, searches, watch time, and engagement with creators. The platform’s algorithm
adapts to these behaviours in order to tailor the content presented on the For You Page (FYP),
encouraging rapid, low-friction engagement (TikTok, 2020).

The For You Page (FYP) serves as the primary interface through which most users encounter content
on TikTok. When opening the app, users are presented with a personalized stream of videos that the
platform predicts will be of interest to them, making the FYP the main site for content discovery and
engagement (TikTok, 2020). Each user’s FYP is unique, shaped by interactions with previous videos,
account settings, and video information such as captions, hashtags, and sounds.

TikTok’s recommendation system promotes videos that align with these signals, gradually shaping
the feed around recurring topics based on engagement patterns (Baumann et al. 2025). Interests,
therefore, function as a central organizing principle of the FYP. TikTok’s “Manage Topics” feature
further reflects this structure, as the platform groups content into broad categories such as Creative
Arts, Dance, Fashion and Beauty, Health and Fitness, and Food and Drink, allowing users to choose
which types of content they would like to see more or less of (TikTok). These categories show that
the FYP is largely structured around identifiable thematic interests.

Over time, interest-based content streams can develop into what users refer to as “sides of TikTok”
- clusters of similar content shaped by the algorithm and shared engagement (Maddox and Gill 2023).
These micro-communities, such as BookTok or GymTok, form through repeated exposure to related



videos and participation in similar formats or discussions. Although they are not formal groups, they
represent recognizable spaces within the platform where users share interests and content styles.

In addition to interest-driven and community-based content, the FYP is also shaped by viral trends.
Certain sounds, formats, challenges, or aesthetics become popular for a limited period of time and
are widely recreated by users. Users may participate in these trends by adapting or imitating shared
templates, or they may simply encounter them repeatedly as part of what is currently popular on the
platform. Bhandari and Bimo (2022) show that TikTok users may experience the platform as a way of
keeping up with current trends, memes, and events. This suggests that the FYP is not only shaped by
individual personalisation, but also by trends and events that become widely visible across the
platform.

3. Literature Review

To provide context and situate the thesis within existing research, a literature review is conducted to
identify current knowledge, establish what has already been explored, and highlight remaining gaps
in the literature. This section starts by explaining the methodology used to review existing research
relevant to understanding TikTok’s algorithmically curated environment, user engagement,
perceptions, community, social norms, and identity formation.

3.1 Literature Search Methodology

Randolph (2009) argues that one of the primary purposes of a literature review is to identify important
variables and phenomena relevant to the topic, establish relationships between ideas, synthesize
existing knowledge, and create a conceptual understanding of the research problem. He further
explains that literature reviews can be organized conceptually around the central concepts and
theories needed to understand a phenomenon, rather than around individual studies or
chronologically (Randolph 2009). Following this, the current literature review is structured around
four interconnected areas: engagement, algorithmic personalisation, digital identity, and social
norms. These areas are chosen as they are considered to capture the topics around the selected
research questions.

Our aim in exploring these 4 topics in the literature review was to create a contextual understanding
of the youngwomen’s relationship and experiences with TikTok where engagement, personalisation,
identity and social norms become deeply interconnected. The literature review also helps us
understand topics such as how engagement behaviours lead to personalisation, how feedback
loops appear, how users may interpret personalized content in relation to their identity and self-
concept.

Combining these 4 areas together, was therefore important for exploring whether and how
participants experienced TikTok content as relevant and reinforcing their existing interests, and also
potentially influential or shaping them.



We had specific criteria for researching, reviewing and selecting literature for this paper. We
conducted our search mainly using Aalborg University’s own library database. However, additional
databases supported our review, such as Google Scholar, ScienceDirect and Scopus.

We started with more broad searches, and gradually narrowed them down to more specific areas.
As the focus of the study became more refined, more specific searches were conducted using
advanced search techniques. Boolean operators (AND and OR), quotation marks, and parentheses
were used toinclude or exclude terms, search for specific matching phrases. Examples of the search
process include:

e "Gen-Z"AND TikTok — 766 results

o “TikTok” AND (“identity formation” OR “self-perception”) — 342 results
e "young women" AND TikTok - 114 results

e (“digital identity” OR “algorithmized self”) AND TikTok — 60 results

e “algorithmic personalisation” AND TikTok AND identity — 3 results

e “algorithmic folk theories” AND social media — 11 results

e TikTok AND "social horms" — 60 results

e “youngwomen” AND TikTok AND social norms — 11 results

Most relevant articles were however identified extensively through backward snowballing technique
(Wohlin 2014). Highly relevant literature was discovered through reference lists of key studies
(Wohlin 2014). This approach was particularly helpful due to the nature of the topic going across
several dimensions, where important studies did not always emerge through database keyword
searches alone (Greenhalgh and Peacock 2005). Therefore, using snowballing approach allowed us
to identify recurring authors, centraltheories, and highly relevant studies across connected research
areas, thereby strengthening both the breadth and depth of the literature review.

Although substantial research exists on TikTok personalisation, engagement, identity, and social
norms individually, fewer studies examine how these dimensions intersect within users’ everyday
experiences of algorithmically curated content. In particular, limited research explores how young
women experience TikTok across identity, interest and self-concept, social norms and social
relationships. Therefore, some literature on broader social media rather than TikTok-specific studies
was also reviewed.

Finally, to ensure that we use relevant and quality literature, peer-reviewed journal articles, highly
cited studies and foundational research have been prioritised. Literature was selected based on its
relevance to the research questions, theoretical contribution, methodological quality and
applicability to TikTok context.

The following sections review existing literature across the four identified areas and examine how
previous research has approached TikTok’s algorithmically curated environment in relation to
engagement, personalisation, identity, and social norms.



3.1 User Engagement in TikTok’s Curated Content

Exploring the nature of engagement is crucial when aiming to understand identity, as distinct
engagement modes allow for different opportunities for self-perception, self-presentation and
social comparison. Exploring features and affordances that allow for both active and passive user
engagement, and the outcome of that, known as refinement, are important topics to review when
aiming to answer our RQ1 and will be presented below. In addition, existing literature on the
awareness and criticism of these engagement practices, would help shed light on users’ critical
evaluation of the platform and the content they encounter, which is particularly relevant to RQ4.

In terms of user engagement, TikTok differs substantially from other social networking sites such as
Facebook or Instagram. While these platforms encourage users to interact with their networks and
followers, TikTok is designed in a way that centres engagement around either the algorithm and its
curated content or the user’s own content (Bhandari & Bimo, 2020). Engagement, however, is not
simply a matter of individual choice; it is structured by the architectural properties of digital
environments (Boyd, 2010) and reinforced by various affordances and design features (Bhandari &
Bimo, 2020). This does not mean that the user experience and engagement are solely determined by
technological affordances; rather, the user’s negotiation with these affordances is a crucial part of
their engagement (Boyd, 2010). The affordances structured by the algorithm are therefore not fixed
but appear in the interaction between users and their perceptions, attitudes and expectations
towards the technology (Nagy & Neff, 2015). This is corroborated by Schellewald (2023), who claims
that TikTok’s FYP is not a fixed app functionality but rather an active and continuous construction of
personalisation practices.

In their article, Fauzani et al. (2025) explore features that enhance TikTok’s user engagement,
including follow, profile, share, comment, scroll, and like. Central to their analysis is the FYP
characterised by continuous personalisation, combined with an endless scrolling mechanism, thus
creating a highly engaging environment. The Following tab shows content created by accounts the
user has chosen to follow, therefore introducing the social engagement aspect where users can see
updates but not popular trends or curated content (Fauzani et al., 2025). Sharing, liking and
commenting provide visible signals of preference, while scrolling becomes a hidden, more subtle
sign.

Within the interplay between these affordances, distinct modes of engagement can be
conceptualised - active and passive.

In general on social media, active engagement is engagement through private or public interactions
(Frison & Eggermont, 2016), such as chatting and sharing content (Thorisdottir et al., 2019). It
involves deliberate user actions that signal preferences, and because of its interactive nature, active
engagement may reveal aspects of the user’s self-concept and inner world publicly (Thorisdottir et
al., 2019). Specifically on TikTok FYP, most prominent types of active engagement picked up by the
algorithm can be expressed through liking, commenting, sharing, saving, using hashtags, and
collaborating with popular creators or joining trending challenges (TikTok Shop Academy).



While active engagement behaviours are visible and measurable, passive engagement
encompasses a range of less visible but equally significant processes that can shape identity
formation. Passive social media engagement has been defined by researchers as behaviours such
as browsing feeds, scrolling through posts, or observing content generated by other users
(Thorisdottir et al., 2019) without leaving comments or likes (Wu et al., 2021). In essence, it involves
consuming content from other users’ profiles without direct participation and interaction (Frison &
Eggermont, 2016; Wu et al.,, 2021) and more broadly encompasses low-effort information
consumption (Thorisdottir et al., 2019).

One consequence of user engagement is what Cullen et al. (2025) call refinement - the
intentional/strategic or unintentional/organic behaviours of the user to align the curated content
with their self-concept and interests. Each behaviour — watching, liking, sharing, following, tagging,
personalises the FYP even more (Simpson et al.,, 2022). Even though both active and passive
engagement can influence refinement, Vombatkere et al. (2024) argue that active engagement, such
as following and liking, has the biggest influence on the degree of personalisation. Passive
engagement in the shape of viewing duration was also found to serve as a particularly strong signal
for algorithmic recommendation (Vombatkere et al., 2024; WSJ Staff, 2021). Whether or not the user
watches the video adds to the personalisation of the curated content (Fauzani et al., 2025).

A key reason for this intentional refinement is to avoid content that provokes negative emotions
caused by, for example, an accurate reflection of an identity aspect they want to avoid (Cullen et al.,
2025). In that sense, for users, refinement is not only a means to align their FYP with their identities
and interests but also to evoke positive emotions and good feelings (Cullen et al., 2025).

Overall, the literature review on user engagement, highlights how TikTok’s engagement affordances
and recommendation system work together to continuously refine the curated content. The
literature suggests that engagement on TikTok extends beyond visible interactions such as liking,
commenting, and sharing to include passive behaviours such as scrolling and viewing content.
Through these forms of engagement, users continuously refine their curated feeds, while the
platform simultaneously adapts recommendations based on both intentional and unintentional
refinement.

3.2 Algorithmic Personalisation and Content Dynamics on TikTok

Building on the previous section on user engagement, this section examines how TikTok’s
algorithmic personalisation shapes the content users encounter on the For You Page. Building on
the previous section, engagement behaviours are understood here as signals that inform future
recommendations. This literature is particularly relevant for RQ1, as it helps explain how algorithmic
curation and platform affordances shape both content exposure and user engagement. More
broadly, it also provides a foundation for understanding how repeated exposure to personalised
content may relate to users’ interpretations of interests, identities, and social norms. The section



reviews literature on TikTok’s recommendation system, behavioural signals, repetition and filter
bubble dynamics, and users’ perceptions of how the algorithm works.

According to TikTok (2020), the recommendation system aims to show users more of what they like
and less of what they are not interested in. Users can shape their feed by engaging with content,
following creators, or marking videos as “Not Interested,” which informs future recommendations.
At the same time, the system intentionally introduces diverse content outside users’ expressed
interests, providing opportunities to discover new creators, topics, and perspectives while
maintaining a balance between personalisation and exploration (TikTok, 2020).

Research consistently identifies algorithmic personalisation as central to TikTok’s content curation.
The platform curates an individualised feed based on behavioural signals such as watch time, likes,
and follows (Boeker & Urman, 2022; Zhao, 2021). An experimental audit study by Boeker and Urman
(2022) demonstrates that even small differences in user behaviour significantly shape the
composition of the feed. Following specific creators has the strongest influence on
recommendations, followed by watch time and liking behaviour. Importantly, watching a video for a
longer duration can affect future recommendations as much as, or even more than, explicitly liking
it.

Zhao’s (2021) study of Douyin, the Chinese origin version of TikTok, describes a reciprocal feedback
loop between users and the recommendation system. The more frequently and intensively users
engage with certain content, the more accurately the algorithm predicts and delivers similar material,
which in turn reinforces continued engagement. Recent experimental research on TikTok confirms
both the speed and intensity of this process. Baumann et al. (2025) found that interest-aligned
contentisrapidly amplified, often within the first 200 videos, and repeated interactions progressively
increase alignment between user behaviour and recommendations. At the same time, a portion of
non-aligned content continues to appear, maintaining some diversity.

However, the rapid amplification of interest-aligned content raises concerns about the formation of
filter bubbles (TikTok, 2020). By optimising for relevance and personalisation, recommendation
systems can produce increasingly homogeneous streams of content. TikTok (2020) acknowledges
this risk and states that its system aims to “interrupt repetitive patterns” by avoiding duplicate
content, consecutive videos from the same creator, or videos made with the same sound, thereby
maintaining diversity in the feed. Nevertheless, empirical research suggests that repeated
engagement with interest-aligned content may still limit exposure to differing perspectives and
reinforce content homogeneity (Zhou, 2024). Boeker and Urman (2022) note that lingering on
problematic videos can drive users into filter bubbles populated with harmful or radicalising material,
despite the platform’s intended safeguards. Mariana (2025) conceptualises this dynamic as an
“information loop,” in which algorithmic reinforcement and passive consumption progressively
narrow content exposure. Empirical findings from this study indicate a 67% content repetition rate
on TikTok, with content exposure becoming significantly narrowed within approximately 15 minutes
of use; 78% of surveyed users reported experiencing repetitive recommendations.



Recent qualitative research suggests that once such content bubbles form, they may be difficult to
escape. Vera and Ghosh (2025) describe “algorithmic persistence,” referring to users’ inability to
effectively remove unwanted content from their For You Page despite deliberate attempts to signal
disinterest. Rather than merely reflecting popularity bias, the authors argue that the algorithm
appears to self-define a content bubble for each user and resists sustained efforts to disrupt it.
Participants of the study reported continued exposure to undesired content even after actively
avoiding it, indicating limits to the responsiveness of feedback mechanisms.

Overall, this research shows that TikTok personalisation emerges through an ongoing interaction
between user behaviour and algorithmic recommendation. Engagement signals can make the FYP
increasingly aligned with users’ interests, while repetition and content loops may also narrow what
users encounter. Since these processes are not fully visible to users, the following section turns to
how users perceive and make sense of TikTok’s algorithmic curation.

3.2.1 User Perceptions and Experiences of TikTok’s Algorithm

While the previous section focused on how TikTok’s recommendation system personalises content,
this section focuses on how users experience and interpret that personalisation. This is particularly
relevant for RQ1, as it provides a foundation for positioning this study’s findings in relation to existing
research on how users make sense of algorithmic curation and how these perceptions shape their
engagement with the platform.

Beyond the technical operation of TikTok’s algorithm, research suggests that user understanding
and perception of the recommendation system influence engagement and trust. Zhou (2024) finds
that users often remain unaware of why specific videos are recommended, which can lead to
perceptions of bias or manipulation. Participants in her study expressed a desire for greater clarity
on how recommendations are generated and more control over their content preferences.

Valerio-Alfaro and Meléndez-Moran (2024) conceptualise algorithm awareness as a dynamic
process rather than a fixed state. Drawing on longitudinal diary data, they show that users’
understanding of TikTok’s algorithm shifts over time, moving from initial uncertainty or scepticism
toward acceptance of personalised curation. Early engagement often involves active reflection on
how the system works, but continued use can normalise algorithmic curation and reduce critical
attention. The authors further demonstrate that experiences of repetition, oversaturation, or
misalignment between the platform’s pace and users’ daily rhythms could generate frustration and,
in some cases, lead participants to distance themselves from or discontinue using the app.

Vera and Ghosh (2025) show that when users’ attempts to control recommendations fail, users’
perceptions of the platform can shift significantly. In their study of unwanted FYP recommendations,
participants developed several Algorithmic Folk Theories to explain why certain content continued
to appear. These included “Gravity of One-Time Searches,” where a single search was perceived as
having long-term influence on the FYP; “Popular Targeted Content,” where users understood some
content as appearing because itwas broadly popular or pushed by the platform; “Unwanted Content
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By-Extension,” where unwanted content appeared because it was connected to related topics or
reactions; “The Friend Effect,” where recommendations were perceived as shaped by friends’
engagement; and “Accidental Rewatching,” where unintentional viewing was interpreted as a signal
of interest (Vera & Ghosh, 2025, pp. 3-4). Search was especially prominent, as some participants
believed that a single search for a topic or hashtag had been overemphasised by the algorithm and
continued to shape their FYP for weeks or months. Algorithmic persistence therefore complicates
users’ efforts to form accurate folk theories about how the system operates, as even structured
strategies to reduce unwanted content do not reliably produce expected outcomes. This perceived
resistance can weaken trust and, in some cases, contribute to reduced participation or
disengagement.

Building on this, research has examined how users interpret the algorithm in relation to identity.
Karizat et al. (2021) show that TikTok users believe the FYP responds not only to their interests
(person identity) but also to their social identities, such as race, gender, or political affiliation.
Participants expressed concerns that content associated with marginalised identities was less
visible, while other identities appeared to benefit from greater algorithmic exposure. These
perceptions shaped how users engaged with the platform, including efforts to adjust their behaviour
or presentation in order to influence how the algorithm categorized them. The authors argue that
identity visibility on TikTok is shaped through the interaction between user behaviour and algorithmic
systems, influencing both how individuals are categorized and how social identities are represented
on the platform.

Overall, the research shows that users do not only experience TikTok’s algorithm through the content
they receive but also through the explanations they develop about why this content appears. These
perceptions may shape users’ engagement, trust, perceived control, and interpretations of whether
the For You Page reflects their interests or sense of self. This is important as it also provides a
foundation for the following section, which examines how personalised content may become
connected to users’ self-concept and identity.

3.3 Identity in Digital Context

This section explores literature on how digital contexts shape identity processes. This literature is
especially relevant for RQ2, as it helps explain how curated TikTok content may be experienced as
reflecting or resonating with users’ sense of self. It also supports RQ3 by showing how repeated
exposure to algorithmically curated content may shape or reinforce aspects of identity. The section
first discusses digital identity more broadly before turning to TikTok and the role of algorithmically
curated content in identity work.

Identity formation today has shifted from being mostly rooted in real-world social interactions to
being increasingly shaped by opaque algorithms embedded within digital platforms (Alkhazaleh et
al., 2025). Digital identities emerge at the intersection of individual agency, technological
affordances, and social structures, creating identity formations that are both more dynamic and



more public than offline identities (Alkhazaleh et al., 2025). Similarly, Cover (2012) argues that digital
identity is an extension of the offline identity that is actively constructed, relational, and shaped by
the norms and structures of the platform itself. Digital identity is not singular or fixed, but is
continuously performed and “worked” through online activities such as managing a profile, liking,
tagging, commenting, following, etc. (Cover, 2012). Viewing digital identity from this perspective
challenges the assumption that social media spaces are neutral environments. Moreover, digital
identity is not uniform across platforms, as users present themselves differently on each social
media site (Ezquerra Fernandez & Bonales Daimiel, 2024).

A systematic review on the relationship between social media and identity formation in young adults
showed that adolescents may reinforce aspects of their identity through the types of content they
engage with online(Avci et al. 2025). For example, an adolescent interested in science might
strengthen this identity by watching chemistry-related videos. Although this behaviour may appear
to be passive engagement, repeatedly consuming particular types of content can function as an
active process of identity exploration and reinforcement, as individuals may interpret their own
media consumption as signals of their interests and preferences (Avci et al. 2025), consistent with
Self-Perception Theory (Bem 1972), which will be further elaborated upon in the Theoretical
Framework section ( Section 4.1).

Building on this broader understanding of digital identity, when specifically examining TikTok,
distinct and more unique features influence identity formation differently than other social media
(Bhandari & Bimo, 2022). This distinctiveness stems from TikTok’s reliance on algorithmic curation
rather than follower- and network-based interaction. Due to the algorithmically mediated
environment of TikTok, users engage with versions of themselves as reflected and reinforced by the
algorithm — what Bhandari & Bimo (2022) term the “algorithmized self”. The concept reveals that
TikTok's recommendation system actively participates inidentity formation by selectively amplifying
certain identity dimensions while marginalizing others, creating identity possibilities that are
algorithmically mediated rather than purely self-determined (Bhandari & Bimo, 2022). In Lee et al.
(2022)’s research, participants described engaging with content, both organically and strategically,
to align the algorithmic representation of themselves with their own self-concept. Higher levels of
personalisation led users to perceive certain aspects of their identity as more recognized. Overall,
the findings highlight a reciprocal process in which users’ interactions shape the algorithmic
representation of their identity, while the curated content influences how users engage, present
themselves, and perceive alignment with their own self-concept (Lee et al. 2022).

Empirical studies further support these theoretical claims. Ezquerra Fernandez & Bonales Daimiel
(2024) report that young female TikTok users repeatedly emphasised the algorithm’s influence on
aesthetic and cultural norms, describing how curated content and feeds generate feedback loops
that shape identities in both digital and offline contexts. In the study, young women frequently
described tensions between self-presentation, trending content, and authentic identity, highlighting
the ongoing identity negotiations within algorithmically curated environments. This tension is
intensified by the algorithmic reinforcement where curated exposure not only reflects user
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preferences but may also shape perceived norms and identities (Ezquerra Fernandez & Bonales
Daimiel, 2024).

However, curated content does not only constrain identity formation. Cullen et al. (2025) discover
that when participants engaged with reflective curated content, they perceived it as facilitating self-
understanding, clarifying their values and supporting their identity work. In their research, identity
work through TikTok is multifaceted - including both the discovery of new interests and the
exploration of themselves. Their findings suggest that recognition through difference, encountering
aspects of oneself in people who are seemingly unlike them - can be a powerful boost for identity
work. Participants reported that curated content introduced new terminology, challenged
assumptions, and helped articulate previously under-explored aspects of identity, such as sexuality,
religion, or cultural belonging. These experiences highlight how personalised algorithms can foster
identity development not only through reinforcement of known preferences but also through
exposure to difference, supporting reflection, learning, and identity expansion.

However, while prior research has explored how users and algorithms co-produce knowledge of
identity, the extent to which algorithmic exposure actively shapes a user’s own sense of self remains
under-investigated (Karizat et al., 2021). For instance, repeated exposure to certain topics through
TikTok’s recommendation system may cultivate new interests or modify self-perception, potentially
reinforcing identities or, conversely, promoting harmful behaviours. Our study aims to address this
gap by examining how curated short-form content influences identity formation processes for
women in early adulthood. We would address this gap by addressing RQ2 and RQ3.

Overall, the literature indicates that algorithmically curated content can play an important role in
how users make sense of themselves, both by reflecting aspects of their existing self-concept and
by introducing new ideas, identities, and ways of understanding who they are.

3.4 Social Norms and Community

This section examines how algorithmically curated TikTok content may shape users’ perceptions of
community, belonging and social norms. This literature is particularly relevant for RQ3, as it helps
explain how repeated exposure to curated content may influence how users interpret certain
lifestyles, behaviours, interests as visible, desirable, or normal.

As stated in the previous section, TikTok differs from other social media platforms in that it can be
considered more intrapersonal, due to its heavily algorithmic environment. However, Cullen et al.
(2025) show that personalized content can also be a way to interpersonal connection. They claim
that TikTok users engage with curated content in social ways too, using it to convey emotions, reflect
socialties, and expressrelationalidentities. Intheir research, participants described feeling a sense
of connection with others through their personalized feeds, as the content they encountered often
reflected the identities and interests present within their social networks (Cullen et al., 2025). This
finding is corroborated by Lee et al. (2022) who claim that algorithmically curated feeds can foster a
sense of belonging by reflecting different aspects of a user’s identity through the content that is
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recommended to them. Users might therefore experience a sense of connectedness simply because
they perceive they share a particular interest or characteristic with a creator, even when they have
little else in common (Lee et al., 2022). In this sense, social connections and communities are
enabled and can emerge through the affordances of the algorithm and shared identity rather than
direct interpersonal interaction.

Cullen et al. (2025) further found that users often use curated content in social interactions “to
express aspect of themselves (“this is me”), to acknowledge or affirm others (“this is you”), and to
reinforce shared identity or relational dynamics (“this is us”) (p.22).

TikTok's algorithm plays an active role in constructing and disseminating social norms by selectively
amplifying particular content types and making them visible to large audiences. Tirocchi and Taddeo
(2024) examined the #StayAtHomeGirlfriend phenomenon, revealing how algorithmic promotion of
traditional gender role content creates and reinforces normative expectations for young women's
identities and behaviours. Their analysis suggests trends that appear in an organic way may in fact
be shared by algorithmic amplification processes that shape collective perceptions of what is
considered normal or desirable femininity. This exemplifies how social horms on TikTok emerge
through the interaction of user-generated content, algorithmic curation, and collective engagement.

Community-specific norms within TikTok's also create additional layers of normative influence.
Research on BookTok, GymTok, and other community hashtags reveals that these spaces develop
distinctive norms, values, and identity standards that may differ from broader platform norms
(Cullenetal., 2025). These communities exist in the form of “sides of TikTok”, which refersto a user-
generated platform space that emerge from repeated exposure to algorithmically curated content
centered on similar themes, as well as the collective identities that emerge from it (Maddox & Gill,
2023). Although users do not personally know each other or directly interact with every member of
these communities, repeated exposure to similar videos and shared experiences and identification,
fosters a sense of imagined community that is constructed relationally, both through perceived
connection within the group and distinction from other communities on the platform (Maddox & Gill,
2023).

Building on the concept of imagined and relational communities on TikTok, it is important to reflect
critically on how users interpret and position themselves within these imagined communities.
Although algorithmic curation can create a strong sense of belonging and immersion around
particular topics, such experiences are always partial and shaped by context — individual, cultural,
demographic, etc (Maddox & Gill, 2023). Consequently, the experience of belonging to these
communities or a particular “side” of TikTok, should not be understood as a representative of a
broader collective reality. Rather, these communities are shaped and situated within the
affordances and features of the platform as well as the specific cultures and user experiences
(Maddox & Gill, 2023). This perspective is further supported by Eriksson (2021), who claims that
social media norms are shared by the interplay of the technology and social structures that emerge
within them.
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At the same time, exposure to new or unfamiliar content through different “sides” of TikTok can
expand the range of identities, lifestyles, and norms that users encounter on the platform. However,
the processes through which such exposure occurs remain difficult to assess. Eriksson (2021)
argues that TikTok’s algorithmic processes are opaque, making it hard to assess how exactly they
interact with and shape cultural norms. The author also refers to a leaked internal documentation,
suggesting that TikTok incorporated implicit cultural norms related to attractiveness and
socioeconomic status into its algorithms, systematically disadvantaging users perceived as less
attractive or economically privileged (Biddle et al., 2020; Eriksson, 2021).

While existing research shows that TikTok’s curated content can foster imagined communities and
reinforce shared norms and identities, less attention has been given to how users interpret and
position themselves within these digital spaces. In particular, the relationship between curated
content, social norms and perceived community belonging remains underexplored, whichwe aim to
investigate through our RQS3.

Overall, this literature shows that TikTok’s curated content can create a sense of connection and
belonging through shared interests, repeated exposure, and “sides of TikTok”. At the same time,
algorithmic amplification may contribute to the reinforcement of social norms by making certain
aspects appear more visible, desirable, or normal. However, these communities and norms should
not be understood as neutral or fully representative, as they are shaped by platform affordances,
algorithmic processes, and users’ social and cultural contexts.

3.5 Key Takeaways from the Literature Review

This literature review has shown that TikTok’s curated content cannot be understood through
algorithmic personalization alone. Instead, it is shaped through the interaction between user
engagement, algorithmic personalization, digital identity, and social norms.

A central takeaway from the literature on user engagement is that users are not passive recipients of
curated content. Through both active behaviours, such as liking, commenting, sharing, saving, and
following, and passive behaviours, such as watching, scrolling, skipping, or lingering on videos,
users intentionally and unintentionally refine the curated content to align with their sense of self.

Literature review on algorithmic personalization examines how TikTok shapes the content users
encounter on the For You Page. Building on user engagement, engagement behaviours are
understood here as signals that inform future recommendations, making the feed feel increasingly
aligned with users’ interests. However, this same process can also contribute to repetition,
feedback loops, and filter bubble dynamics. A key commonality found in the literature is that TikTok
personalisation may be experienced as both adaptive but also difficult to control. This makes user
perceptions and Algorithmic Folk Theories important for understanding how users explain why
certain contentappears, how much agency they feel they have, and how they interpret the platform’s
influence.
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Another important takeaway is that curated TikTok content may become meaningful beyond
entertainment. Literature on digital identity suggests that personalised content can feel reflective of
users’ interests, emotions, and sense of self. Concepts such as the algorithmized self, identity
negotiation, and identity work illustrate how personalised content may become intertwined with
users’ understandings of themselves. At the same time, the literature points to both reinforcing and
exploratory dimensions of curated content, suggesting that curated content can provide
opportunities for self-reflection as well as exposure to new perspectives.

However, literature on social norms and community shows that through personalised
recommendations and repeated exposure to similar content, users may develop a sense of
connection with creators and imagined communities centred around shared interests, identities,
and experiences. Atthe same time, the research shows that algorithmic amplification can contribute
to making certain behaviours and lifestyles appear more visible, desirable, or socially accepted.
However, the literature also emphasises that these communities and norms are not neutral
reflections of broader society, but are shaped by platform affordances, algorithmic processes, and
users’ social and cultural contexts.

Taken together, the literature points to a blurred boundary between self-perception and perceived
platform influence. Existing research provides important insights into engagement, personalization,
identity, and social horms, but these areas are often studied separately. This thesis brings them
together to examine how young women experience and interpret these dynamics in everyday TikTok
use. The next chapter therefore develops the theoretical framework used to analyse this relationship
through Self-Perception Theory, Social Norm Theory, Filter Bubble theory, and Algorithmic Folk
Theories.

4. Theoretical Framework

This section introduces the theoretical foundations for this research paper, used to situate and
contextualize the relationship between TikTok’s curated content, self-perception, identity formation,
and social norms. The framework combines two broader theories of identity and social influence
with two concepts more specifically related to algorithmic environments. Firstly, the identity-related
theories - Self-Perception Theory and Social Norm Theory - provide the general context and
foundation for understanding how individuals perceive themselves through behaviour and social
norms may shape perceptions of what is normal, desirable, or socially accepted. Filter Bubble
theory and Algorithmic Folk Theories add knowledge about the context of TikTok’s algorithmically
curated environment, where users encounter repeated content patterns and develop their own
explanations of how the platform works.

4.1 Broader Theories of Self-Perception and Social Influence

This section presents the broader theoretical foundation of the study - Self-Perception Theory and
SocialNorm Theory. These theories are not specific to TikTok, and pertain mostly to the offline space,
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however, they are still considered to provide valuable concepts and overall understanding for how
such processes might occur. They are overarching in nature, which means that they can be applied
to the digital environment and TikTok as well. It was therefore deemed key to address these theories
when exploring how curated content may become meaningful in relation to identity, self-
understanding, and perceptions of what is normal or desirable.

4.1.1 Self-Perception Theory

Self-perception theory proposes that individuals infer their own attitudes, emotions, and identities
by observing their behaviour and its context, especially when internal states are ambiguous (Bem,
1972). This theory adds a layer on the previous understanding that thoughts shape behaviour, as
Bem (1972) also argues that attitudes can be inferred from actions too, especially when the existing
attitudes are weak. For example, repeatedly engaging in a particular activity may lead individuals to
believe that they enjoy that activity. While self-perception theory describes how people infer specific
attitudes or feelings from behaviour, these inferences accumulate over time to shape the broader
self-concept. The self-concept refers to an individual knowledge and perception about themselves,
their identity, values, characteristics (Sebastian et al., 2008). It is also dynamic and constructed
through ongoing processes of reflection on behaviour as well as feedback from others (Wozniak et
al., 2025). According to Sebastian et al. (2008), changes of self-concept in young adults can impact
their self-consciousness and conformity to peer pressure.

This theory will help us analyse how the engagement behaviour, both active and passive, contribute
to the users’ perception of curated TikTok content. In relation to RQ2, it provides a lens for
understanding how participants experience curated content as reflecting or reinforcing aspects of
their sense of self. Specifically, we would like to explore whether our participants, Gen Z women,
have already strong established self-concept and maintain it consistently when engaging with the
curated content long-term. In connection to this, we would also investigate whether their interests
are reflected in the content they see and the extend to which they are reinforced by similar content
or exposed to new content that might shape their interests and identity.

4.1.2 Social Norm Theory

Social norms are unwritten rules that shape behaviour and social order in communities and society
- they set the standard for what is acceptable and what is not (Bicchieri et al., 2018). Therefore,
norms define expectations in situations with multiple possible patterns of behaviour, creating
pressures toward uniformity and conformity within groups, even when norms are harmful or
personally costly (Bicchieri et al., 2018). Norm conformity depends on two conditions - what people
actually do and what they believe they should do (Bicchieri et al.,, 2018). The former is called
descriptive norms (Cialdini et al., 1990; Zou & Savani, 2019) or empirical expectations (Bicchieri et
al., 2018), while the latter is often named injunctive norms (Cialdini et al., 1990; Zou & Savani, 2019)
or normative expectations (Bicchieri et al., 2018). Individuals are more likely to conform to a norm
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when they believe that others will follow it and that they are expected to do the same (Bicchieri et al.,
2018). Descriptive norms act as informants what is the usual course of action within a situation, and
injunctive norms add a layer of social punishment (Cialdini et al., 1990). Ostrom (2000) argues that
socialnorms become particularly influentialwhen embedded within systems of repeated interaction,
reciprocity, monitoring, and sanctioning, as these conditions reinforce expectations about
appropriate behaviour and encourage norm compliance.

While offline social norms are stable and more constant, online norms are flexible and changing
together with the technology (McLaughlin & Vitak, 2012). Norms are collectively established in small
communities and often transcend outside them (Bicchieri et al., 2018), which is equally valid for
online environments too. Bicchieri et al. (2018)’s perspective suggests that observing the behaviour
of others is a key mechanism through which social norms are established and maintained. Building
on this idea, repeated exposure to similar content on TikTok may function as repeated information
about what others appear to do, think, or value, thereby shaping perceptions of whatis common and
socially accepted.

Within the context of TikTok, Social Norm Theory helps us understand how repeated exposure to
curated content may shape perceptions of what lifestyles, beliefs, behaviours, and opinions are
considered normal, desirable, or acceptable. In relation to RQ3, the theory provides a lens for
understanding how participants perceive TikTok content as shaping or reinforcing certain aspects of
identity and social norms. More specifically, curated content is repeated through algorithmic
recommendation may contribute to the construction and reinforcement of both descriptive and
injunctive norms by amplifying particular behaviours, values, and viewpoints. At the same time,
visible active engagement metrics such as likes, comments, and shares may further signal which
behaviours or opinions are socially validated, rewarded, or expected. The theory also supports an
examination of how participants recognize, negotiate, or question these perceived norms, which is
relevant to RQ4.

4.2 Platform-Specific Concepts of Algorithmic Curation

This section presents concepts that focus more specifically on TikTok’s algorithmic environment.
Filter Bubble theory helps explain how algorithmic personalisation may expose users to recurring
patterns of content, which can amplify particular interests, identity-related themes, or social norms
over time. Algorithmic Folk Theories then shift attention to the user perspective, examining how
users make sense of this curation, why they think certain content appears, and how they believe their
own engagement shapes the FYP.

4.2.1 Filter Bubble

The concept of the filter bubble was introduced by Pariser (2011) to describe personalized
information environments in which users encounter content tailored to their inferred preferences.
Pariser (2011) characterizes filter bubbles as individualized, invisible, and automatically generated:
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each user experiences a unique information environment, is generally unaware of the assumptions
guiding what content is shown or hidden, and do not actively choose these filters.

Personalized filtering creates highly tailored feeds that reinforce familiar ideas and interests while
limiting exposure to unfamiliar perspectives. This can amplify confirmation bias and reduce
encounters with “information gaps” that typically stimulate curiosity and exploration, potentially
affecting decision-making, learning, and creative thinking (Pariser, 2011).

Importantly, filter bubbles do not simply reflect users’ identities; they can also shape them. By
highlighting certain topics, communities, and opportunities while obscuring others, filter bubbles
can shape the range of possibilities users become aware of, potentially influencing how individuals
form opinions, make decisions, and understand aspects of their own identity (Pariser, 2011).
Platforms continuously adjust recommendations to optimize the fit between content and user
preferences, creating a reciprocal process: identity shapes media consumption, and media
consumption can reshape identity (Pariser, 2011).

The filter bubble framework is useful for this study because it helps explain how algorithmic
personalisation can create repeated exposure to certain types of content. This supports RQ1 by
helping analyse how users interpret these recurring patterns and their perceived influence. On
TikTok, this repetition may reinforce users’ existing interests by showing them more of what they
already engage with. At the same time, repeated exposure may also introduce or normalise new
interests, lifestyles, or social norms, even when users did not actively seekthem out. Thisis relevant
because participants do not experience TikTok through isolated videos, but through recurring
patterns of content that may become familiar and meaningful over time. The concept, therefore,
helps examine how curated content can both reflect users’ existing preferences, supporting RQ2,
and gradually influence how they relate to the content they repeatedly encounter, supporting RQ3.
However, the framework is not used to assume that participants are fully enclosed in narrow or
homogeneous feeds. Instead, it is used to explore the boundary between repetition and diversity on
the FYP and how participants make sense of seeing both familiar content and unexpected content
in their feeds.

4.2.3 Algorithmic Folk Theory

Algorithmic Folk Theories refer to the informal explanations users develop to understand how
algorithmic systems operate. These theories can be understood as intuitive and experience-based
interpretations thatindividuals constructto explain the outcomes or consequences oftechnological
systems and to guide how they interact with them (DeVito et al., 2017). Because the algorithms are
largely opaque to users, people often rely on their own observations of platform behaviour to infer
how contentis selected and prioritized in algorithmically curated feeds.

Within these environments, users frequently interpret patterns in their feeds as evidence of how the
system operates. For instance, interactions such as liking, commenting, or viewing certain types of
content may be perceived as signals thatinfluence what appearsin the feed, leading usersto believe
that increased engagement with particular accounts or topics will result in more similar content
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being recommended (Eslami et al., 2016). These explanations do not necessarily reflect the actual
functioning of the algorithm, but they provide users with a practical understanding of how their
actions might shape the content they encounter.

Folk theories also tend to be incomplete and continuously developing rather than stable
explanations of how a system operates (DeVito et al., 2018). They emerge through everyday sense-
making processes in which users draw on personal experiences with the platform, experimentation
with features, and information from other users or external sources. As aresult, individuals may hold
several interpretations of the same system at once, including explanations that are partially
inconsistent, and these understandings can shift as users gain new experiences with the platform.

In this study, Algorithmic Folk Theories provide a framework for examining how TikTok users create
their own interpretations of how the platform’s algorithm works. Rather than identifying predefined
categories of folk theories, as knowledge appears from the participants themselves. This makes the
concept primarily relevant for RQ1, as it helps analyse participants’ own explanations of why certain
content appears and how they believe their engagement shapes the FYP. This is important because
the study does not aim to determine how TikTok’s algorithm technically operates, but to understand
how participants make sense of it in their daily experience with the platform. These interpretations
may shape how participants understand the relationship between their own behaviour and the
content they encounter, as well as in response to that, how they interact with it. In this way,
Algorithmic Folk Theories help connect algorithmic content curation to participants’ broader
experiences and interpretations of TikTok. This perspective aligns with the study’s interpretivist and
hermeneutic approach, explained in the section below (5.1), as it focuses on participants’ subjective
meaning-making rather than on objective explanations of the algorithm.

4.3 How the Theories Work Together

The four theories have valuable contributions individually, however, the combination of how they
work together is as equally important. As a whole, the theories offer perspectives of the individual
level, social level, and algorithmic platform level. However, in a digital platform with such highly
personalised content, it is challenging to separate these three different levels from each other, as
more often than not, they appear to be overlapping and intersecting. For example, as it will become
even more clear later on in this thesis, we uncovered that social norms rarely shape behaviour
directly, however, when combined with filter bubble, the repeated exposure to certain content leads
to normalization, desirability and social acceptance. In addition to this, our research points to a
direction where sense of self is most often reinforced when users are exposed to similar to their
existing interests content over time, with Self-Perception and Filter bubble working together to
provide context and understanding. Finally, while Filter Bubble theory helps explain recurring
patterns of content exposure, Algorithmic Folk Theories add a further interpretive layer explaining
how users make sense of these patterns and why they appear.
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5. Methodology

This chapter outlines the methodological approach of the study. It presents its philosophy of science,
how participants were recruited and selected, and describes the data collection process, which
combines digital diaries and semi-structured interviews with photo elicitations. Furthermore, the
chapter explains how the collected data is analysed, through both affinity mapping and reflective
thematic analysis in order to address the research questions.

5.1 Philosophy of Science

This section introduces the philosophical perspective that shapes how the problem statement and
research questions are understood and approached, and how the data is collected and
subsequently analysed. In particular, the study adopts an interpretivist stance, complemented by
hermeneutics approach. Together, these would inform the study’s research design, guiding the
selection of qualitative methods, including digital diaries and interviews with photo elicitation, to
explore how Gen-Z women interpret and experience algorithmically curated content on TikTok.

5.1.1 Interpretivism

Looking at the world through the lenses of Interpretivism means believing that “realities are multiple,
constructed and holistic” (Pickard 2013, p. 12). Interpretivism is widely accepted in Information
Systems (IS) research, where the focus is on understanding how technology is perceived, used, and
shaped by individuals and organizations, rather than on establishing universal laws (Orlikowski and
Baroudi 1991; Walsham 1995). Instead of seeking an objective and universal truth (Pickard, 2013),
the interpretivism paradigm seeks to understand how individuals interpret and assign subjective
meaning to their experiences (Goldkuhl 2012; Orlikowski and Baroudi 1991). This is quite different
than positivism where reality is universal, seeking to uncover patterns of predictability (Crotty 1998).
The researcher is not detached from the participant or seeing the social world as a “given”
(Orlikowski and Baroudi 1991, p. 14), under interpretivism, the researcher and the participants co-
create knowledge in their interaction (Crotty 1998). Thus, the knowledge and meanings co-created
inthose interactions are shaped through shared language and implicit norms and cannot be putinto
already predefined categories — on the contrary, they emerge through an in-depth exploration
(Orlikowski and Baroudi 1991). During the in-depth exploration, the researcher cannot be fully
neutral to the phenomenon, thus shaping the investigation through their already existing
assumptions, values and beliefs (Orlikowski and Baroudi 1991). This makes an interpretivist
approach particularly relevant for our paper, as we acknowledge that we, as the two researchers of
this paper, have different experiences with TikTok. One of usis a long-term user of the platform, while
the other has no recent experience with it. How this shaped our research, and the implications it had
in how this topic was approached and analysed, is elaborated upon more in-depth in Section 7.7.3.
Itis important to highlight that before choosing Interpretivism as the most suitable for the direction
and focus of this paper, other philosophical standpoints were also considered. Firstly, positivistand
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Post-positivist approaches were almost immediately disregarded, as our aim with this paper is not
to determine whether TikTok influences users in measurable or generalisable way. In contrast, social
constructionism was considered relevant, as it similarly views reality as socially produced through
language, interaction, and shared meanings (Crotty 1998). While this perspective would have been
valuable for examining how understandings of identity, social norms, and TikTok itself are socially
co-constructed, we wanted to place the primary focus of this study on participants’ own subjective
interpretations, perceptions and lived experiences. Interpretivism therefore provides a more
suitable perspective, as it places greater emphasis on understanding how individuals make sense
of their experiences.

5.1.2 Hermeneutic Approach

Complementing the interpretivist paradigm, this paper adopts a hermeneutic approach to guide the
analysis of the qualitative data. The interpretive approach initially originated as a method to analyse
religious texts but has later evolved to understand how we make sense of what is unfamiliar or novel
(Boland et al. 2002). In the foundation of hermeneutics is the concept of the hermeneutic circle,
which suggests that the whole is understood through the meanings of its individual parts and the
connections between them (Klein and Myers 1999). Interpretation therefore involves continuous
shifting between examining parts of the data, while still positioning them within the broader context.

This is particularly relevant to our use of digital diaries, where individual diary entries are analysed
as separate pieces of data through affinity mapping, while also being analysed altogether through
reflexive thematic analysis, in order to create a broader knowledge of how young women experience
and interpret curated content on TikTok.

The hermeneutic circle is also reflected in the way our participants develop Algorithmic Folk Theories.
Rather than having a complete understanding of how TikTok works, users construct explanations
based on individual experiences and observations of the platform. These observations contribute to
a broader understanding of how the algorithm operates through creating Algorithmic Folk Theories,
which consequently influences how future curated content is interpreted. As mentioned above, this
is reflected more in-depth in Section 7.7.3.

5.1.3 Implications for Research Design

The interpretivist and hermeneutic approaches directly inform and guide the study’s methodological
choices, data collection strategy, and analysis. First, in line with Interpretivism, this paper adopts
purely qualitative research methods for data collection. As mentioned above, qualitative methods
are particularly suitable, as they would allow us to explore in-depth the participant’s experiences,
interpretations, and perceptions (Goldkuhl2012; Orlikowski and Baroudi 1991).

More specifically, to interpret meanings, co-create knowledge, and understand how Gen Z women
perceive the TikTok algorithm, digital diaries and in-depth interviews will be used. Guided by
interpretivism, to establish a shared language and uncover tacit norms that might shape the
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knowledge gained from the digital diaries, a photo elicitation method will be used during the
interviews to stimulate discussion and interpretation. Such reflection is considered to be particularly
valuable as participants will be asked to reflect on their previously uploaded screenshots, to
articulate assumptions, identity concepts and shared expectations that could otherwise remain
unspoken, since individuals are not always consciously aware of what guides their behaviour. In this
sense, the perspective of interpretivism would allow us to understand why participants act in a
certain way and find meaning behind their behaviour (Pickard, 2013). However, this can also be a
limitation to our paper, due to the context-specific nature of how these meanings are created,
applied and negotiated, making the interpretations not constant or general, but rather evolving over
time as contexts, goals, and the groups involved change (Orlikowski and Baroudi 1991).

In summary, this study is grounded in interpretivism and guided by a hermeneutic approach to data
analysis. By emphasizing subjective interpretation, contextual understanding, and the co-creation
of knowledge between us and participants, the approach would help us examine in-depth of how
young women perceive the algorithmically curated content on TikTok. These assumptions ultimately
inform the study’s qualitative research design and shape the methods used to collect and analyse
the data.

5.2 Participants Recruitment

As the study focuses on Gen Z women’s experiences with TikTok, it was important to recruit
participants who represent this demographic. Three main criteria guided the selection process:
participants should identify as women, fall within the Gen Z age range (18-30 years), and be active
TikTok users at the time of the study.

It was important that participants were already active TikTok users to ensure familiarity with the
platform and its features, including a developed For You page shaped by prior interactions. This
allowed participants to reflect on a feed that was already personalized to their interests, rather than
one still being formed. First-time or very new users were therefore not included, as their experience
would likely be more exploratory and based on less stable content recommendations. Since the
study focuses on how curated contentis experienced within this interaction between user behaviour
and algorithmic recommendations, it was therefore important to include participants with an
already developed and personalised feed.

Following the identification of these criteria, participants were recruited. Due to the high popularity
of the platform, especially among young women, finding active TikTok users was not hard. However,
it was important to ensure that we find participants who were willing and able to commit to the full
duration of the study. Participants were therefore recruited through our own networks, not because
this guaranteed commitment, but because it made it easier to identify people within the target
demographic whose availability, interest, and willingness to participate could be assessed
beforehand.
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At the same time, recruiting through our own networks may have shaped the sample toward
participants who were socially or culturally closer to us. Knowing us may have made some
participants feel more comfortable sharing their experiences, but it may also have made certain
topics feel more sensitive to discuss. For this reason, the findings are not treated as representative
of all young women TikTok users but as situated accounts produced within a specific recruitment
context. Alternative recruitment through, for example, public posts could have reached a broader
and more diverse sample. However, this would also have required more time to screen participants
and assess whether they were likely to commit to both the diary phase and follow-up interview.

In total, seven participants were recruited, with ages ranging between 19 and 30. The participants
also represented four different nationalities, allowing for a range of perspectives within the target
group. Although the sample size is relatively small, this aligns with the qualitative nature of the study.
The aim is not to achieve statistical generalisation, but rather to gain in-depth insights into
participants’ experiences and reflections. A smaller sample allows for a more detailed and nuanced
analysis of the collected data, particularly given the combination of digital diaries and follow-up
interviews. Including a larger number of participants could have limited the depth of analysis due to
time constraints and increased the risk of more superficial interpretations.

To ensure anonymity, each participant was assigned a participant ID (Participant 1 — Participant 7),
which was used throughout the data collection and analysis. Prior to participation, all participants
were informed about the purpose and structure of the study and provided informed consent
(Appendix 1) for the collection and use of their data. At the end of the study, as a gesture of
appreciation for their time and contribution, participants received a small incentive (e.g., a gift
voucher).

5.3 Data Collection

Inthis section, the design of the data collection process is described in detail. The process consisted
of two main phases: a digital diary, followed by a semi-structured interview. Data collection spanned
atotal of 12 days, during which each participant completed the digital diary for five consecutive days
and was then interviewed shortly afterwards. Participants were organized into three groups, which
determined the start date of their diary period (Table 1). This scheduling was done so that it allowed
sufficient time to analyse each participant’s diary entries before their interview and was also
adjusted to accommodate participants’ availability.
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Group Diary Start Date Diary End Date Interview Date

P1, P2 March 25™, 2026 March 30™, 2026 April 1%, 2026
P3, P4, P5 March 27", 2026 April 1%, 2026 April 3, 2026

P6, P7 March 29™, 2026 April 3, 2026 April 5, 2026

Table 1 Digital Diary Schedule

5.3.1 Digital Diary

The first phase of the data collection process consisted of a digital diary. Diary methods are a
qualitative approach in which participants document their experiences, practices, and reflections
over time, typically in their everyday environments (Bolger et al. 2003). By capturing experiences in
participants’ own words as they occur, the method provides more immediate and situated insights
compared to one-time data collection methods such as interviews (McCombie et al., 2024).

This was particularly relevant in the context of TikTok, where content is consumed quickly,
continuously, and often through habitual scrolling. Because users encounter large amounts of
content in a short period of time, it can be difficult for participants to later remember specific
interactions, emotions, or reflections during retrospective interviews alone. The digital diary method
was therefore chosen to capture participants’ experiences closer to the moment they occurred,
while both the content and participants’ reactions to it were still easier to recall and reflect upon.

In their digital form, diaries enable the collection of distinct data, including written entries,
screenshots, and images, offering richer insights into participants’ practices and experiences
(Palmberger, 2025). In this study, this allowed for the combination of visual and textual data,
capturing not only what participants were exposed to, but also how they interpreted and engaged
with the content. A key characteristic of the method is its participatory nature, where participants
actively observe and document their own experiences, while the researcher takes on a facilitating
role (Palmberger, 2025). This was particularly valuable for gaining access to participants’ everyday
TikTok use, which takes place in private and would be difficult to observe directly.

Beyond providing access to these everyday experiences, digital diaries also encourage reflection, as
participants interpret their own experiences during the documentation process (McCombie et al.,
2024). This aligns with the study’s aim of exploring not only exposure to content but also how users
make sense of it and reflect on its influence. In line with the interpretivist perspective of the study,
participants are therefore understood not as passive reporters of behaviour, but as active
interpreters of their own experiences and meanings. At the same time, diary entries should not be
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understood as fully objective accounts, but rather as co-constructed between participants and
researchers (McCombie et al., 2024).

Finally, the diary entries served as a foundation for the follow-up interviews. The materials collected
through the diaries provided concrete reference points, supporting more detailed and personalised
reflections during the interviews and enabling a deeper exploration of participants’ experiences.

This approach is similar to mobile probing methods, which also aim to capture participants’
experiences over time and in context but are done through in-situ prompts (Duvaa et al., 2013). A key
advantage of mobile probing is that it allows ongoing, researcher-driven interaction, where follow-
up questions can be adapted based on participants’ responses. However, this level of immediacy
can also be limiting, as frequent prompts may interrupt participants’ natural engagement and lead
to shorter or less detailed responses because participants feel pressured to reply immediately
(Duvaa et al., 2013).

The digital diary method used in this study was therefore chosen as a way to retain some of the
advantages of mobile probing, such as capturing experiences close to the moment of interaction
and enabling participant-specific follow-up questions, while minimizing some of its disadvantages,
particularly disruption and pressure to respond in realtime. In this study, the diary entries were used
to personalize the later interviews rather than to interrupt participants during TikTok use. Instead of
responding immediately while using TikTok, participants documented selected moments shortly
after using the platform, allowing for more thoughtful reflections while still keeping the experience
close to the original moment of interaction.

Despite these advantages, the digital diary method also involves limitations. As Gochmann et al.
(2022) argue, diary studies can place a burden on participants, and diary reports are not necessarily
representative of reality because reporting may be shaped by selective documentation and
decreasing motivation over time. This is relevant for the present study, as the diary entries depended
on participants actively selecting and documenting TikTok moments they noticed and considered
relevant or appropriate to share. Therefore, the diaries should not be understood as a complete
representation of participants’ TikTok use, but rather as selected moments from their engagement
with the platform. In addition, Gochmann et al. (2022) note thatrepeated diary reporting may in some
cases influence participants’ reflections, although this depends on the specific diary design rather
than occurring automatically. In this study, this means that documenting TikTok use may have
increased participants’ awareness of their own behaviour during the diary period, which could have
shaped how they reflected on their TikTok use.

Overall, the digital diary was chosen because it allowed participants to document TikTok
experiences close to when they occurred, in their own everyday contexts and through their own
interpretations. This was important for studying a platform where content is encountered quickly and
may be difficult to recall later in detail. The method also provided visual and written material that
could be used as a basis for the follow-up interviews. At the same time, the diary data is understood
as selective and reflective, rather than as a complete record of participants’ TikTok use.
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5.3.1.1 Digital Diary Format

The digital diary was created using Google Forms. This format was chosen because it allowed
participants to both upload media, such as screenshots, as well as answer open-ended and closed-
ended questions in the same form. Google Forms also provided a simple and accessible structure
that participants could complete independently on their own devices, which was important for
reducing practical barriers during the five-day diary period. It also automatically recorded the time
of each diary submission, which made it easier to organize responses across the different diary days.
In addition, Google Forms allowed all responses to be exported into a spreadsheet, which supported
the later organization and analysis of the diary data.

The diary questions varied in both format and topic. Some questions were open-ended to encourage
participants toreflectin their ownwords (Bryman 2016), while others used yes/no or multiple-choice
formats to make the diary quicker and easier to complete (Bryman 2016). This combination was
chosen to balance richness of reflection with participant burden. Open-ended questions allowed for
more detailed and interpretive responses, while closed-ended questions provided structure and
made it easier to compare responses across participant (Bryman 2016). The questions also
addressed different dimensions of the study, including engagement behaviour, identity, reflection,
social norms, perceived relevance, and algorithmic interpretation. In this way, the diary design was
connected to the study’s theoretical and analytical interests.

Each diary entry was structured around two screenshots from participants’ TikTok use. Participants
were given the following prompt:

“Please take screenshots of 2 videos that caught your attention during your TikTok use. This could
include content you found interesting, relatable, surprising, confusing, or even irrelevant or
unappealing.”

The decision to ask for two screenshots was made to balance depth and feasibility. Asking
participants to document more videos could have provided more data but may also have increased
the time and effort required to complete the diary. Two screenshots per day allowed participants to
provide concrete examples of their For You Page while still keeping the task manageable.

The wording of the prompt was also intentional. Participants were not only asked to capture videos
they found relevant or relatable, but were given examples across a broader spectrum, including
content that was interesting, surprising, confusing, irrelevant, or unappealing. This was done to
create a balance between guidance and openness. On one hand, the examples helped guide
participants towards choosing videos that would provide useful data for the study. On the other hand,
the prompt was kept broad enough to avoid directing participants only toward one type of content.
If the prompt had focused only on relevant videos, the diary data may have become too narrowly
focused on content that already felt aligned with participants’ interests or identities. This could have
led to an exaggerated impression of how personalised their feeds are and to a stronger sense of filter
bubble dynamics. By including examples such as confusing, irrelevant, or unappealing content, the
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diary also allowed participants to document videos that interrupted their usual feed, introduced
unfamiliar topics, or did not seem to fit their interests. This made it possible to explore not only when
TikTok content felt relevant, but also when it felt unexpected, misaligned, or difficult to explain. It
was intended to capture a more realistic and nuanced view of participants’ feeds, rather than only
one side of their TikTok experience.

Using screenshots was also an important design choice. Compared to methods such as screen
recording or live observation during TikTok use, screenshots allowed participants more control over
what they chose to share. This was important because TikTok use often takes place in private and
may involve content that participants do not want to fully share with researchers. While this means
that the data reflects selected moments rather than participants’ entire TikTok sessions, it also
made the method less intrusive and more sensitive to participants’ privacy.

For each screenshot, participants answered ten questions. Some of these questions were designed
to provide context for the screenshot, while others were connected more directly to the study’s
theoretical interests. For example, participants were first asked to briefly describe what the video
was about and why they chose to capture it. These questions helped establish basic context and
provided insight into what made the video meaningful, noticeable, or relevant to the participant.
Participants were also asked what they did when they saw the video, such as whether they watched,
skipped, liked, shared, saved, or commented on it. This question was included to capture
engagement behaviour and understand how participants interacted with curated content.

Other questions focused more directly on interpretation and meaning making. For example,
participants were asked whether the video felt connected to who they are, who they want to be, or
who they do not want to be. This question was included to explore how content may relate to identity
positioning, rather than only general interest or preference. Participants were also asked whether
the video suggested any expectations about how people should live, look, or behave, which
supported the analysis of perceived social norms. Finally, the question “Why do you think TikTok
showed you this video?” was included to capture participants’ own explanations of what is the
reason behind certain videos being displayed in their feeds, making it directly relevant to the
theoretical lens of Algorithmic Folk Theories. The full list of diary questions and the rationale behind
them can be found in Appendix 2.1.

At the end of each diary entry, participants also answered two overall questions about their TikTok
session: approximately how long they spent on TikTok and whether they noticed any patterns in the
content they saw that day. These final questions helped situate the screenshots within the whole
session rather than necessarily treat each screenshot as an isolated example.

The diary was designed to be completed over five days. This timeframe was chosen to balance the
value of collecting experiences over time with the need to keep participation manageable. Since
digitaldiaries are usefulfor documenting experiences as they occur in everyday contexts (McCombie
etal., 2024), collecting entries over several days made it possible to capture variation and emerging
patterns in participants’ TikTok use, rather than relying on a single moment of use. This was
particularly important because TikTok sessions can be short, fast-moving, and different from day to
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day. At the same time, the diary period was kept limited because diary studies can place a burden
on participants, and repeated reporting may lead to decreasing motivation over time (Gochmann et
al., 2022). Five days was therefore chosen as a balance between gathering varied data and reducing
the risk of participant fatigue or dropout.

Overall, the diary format was designed to balance structure, depth, and participant burden. The use
of Google Forms, screenshots, open-ended and closed-ended questions, and a five-day diary period
made it possible to collect concrete examples of participants’ TikTok use while keeping the task
manageable. The format also allowed participants to document different types of content, including
videos that felt relevant, unexpected, or difficult to explain. In this way, the diary provided both
contextual information about participants’ FYPs and reflective data on how they interpreted and
engaged with curated content.

5.3.1.2 Pilot Testing of the Digital Diary

Before beginning data collection with the study participants, a pilot test of the digital diary was
conducted. The purpose of the pilot test was not to collect data for the analysis but to test whether
the diary questions were understandable and whether they encouraged the type of reflections
needed for the study. For this reason, the pilot participant did not need to fully match the target
participant group, as the focus was on the structure and clarity of the diary rather than the content
of the responses.

The pilot test showed that some questions were too broad or could be interpreted differently than
intended. Based on this, several changes were made before the diary was used with the study
participants. For example, a question asking whether a video felt “relatable” was changed to be a bit
more specific by including examples such as interests, experiences, or preferences, in order to make
the meaning of relatability clearer.

A question about whether the video made participants “feel or think anything about themselves or
others” was also rephrased to ask whether the video made them “reflect on [themselves] or others.”
In the pilot test, the initial wording seemed to be understood more broadly as asking whether the
video made the participant think about anything in general. For example, in response to avideo about
amovie, the pilot participant answered that he hoped a certain character would appear in the movie.
This suggested that the question did not clearly direct participants toward reflection on themselves,
other people, or their relation to others. The revised wording was therefore chosen to make this focus
clearer.

Another question asked whether participants noticed any “shared interests, values, or experiences”
with the creator or others while watching the video. This question was intended to explore whether
TikTok content created a sense of connection, community, or identification with creators or other
people on the platform. However, based on the pilot response, the participant seemed to
understand the question more generally as asking whether the video related to one of their interests.
The question was therefore revised to ask: “Did you feel any sense of connection to the creator or
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peopleinthevideo (e.g., feeling similar to them, understanding them, identifying with them or feeling
a sense of belonging)?” This wording made the aim of the question clearer by directing participants
specifically toward feelings of connection, similarity, identification, and belonging.

Finally, one broad, open-ended question asking participants to describe their overall TikTok
experience that day was removed. In the pilot test, this question led to a very brief response, such as
“interesting,” which suggested that the wording was too general to encourage detailed reflection.
Because the question did not clearly direct participants toward any specific aspect of their TikTok
use, it risked producing vague answers that would not necessarily be analytically useful.

Overall, the pilot test helped refine the digital diary before the main data collection. It made the
questions clearer, reduced the risk of vague or unintended answers, and ensured that the diary was
more closely aligned with the study’s research aims.

5.3.2 Interviews

As mentioned above, the data collection of this paper consists of both digital diaries and in-depth
interviews. While the digital diaries provided us with contextual data of the participants’ usual
interactions with TikTok and their FYP, the interviews allowed us to explore more in-depth their
experiences and find meanings behind their behaviours. Building on this, doing the digital diaries
before the interviews allowed us to really ground the general understandings of the participants’
TikTok use in particular examples of screenshots that they provided. The in-depth interviews were
conducted two days following the completion of the digital diaries. Two days were intentionally
chosen as a gap between the end of the diary and the interview, as this interval allowed us to analyse
the diaries and prepare for the interviews and photo elicitation, while still ensuring that the
participants’ engagement with TikTok remained salient and recent.

The research interview builds on the structure of everyday conversation but operates as a
professional dialogue in which knowledge is co-created through the interaction between interviewer
and interviewee (Brinkmann and Kvale 2015). Essentially the “inter-view” is an “inter-action”, an
exchange of perspectives between two individuals exploring a topic of mutual interest (Brinkmann
and Kvale 2015, p. 4). However, while the research interview builds on the format of everyday
conversation as mentioned above, itis important to acknowledge thatit does not take place between
equal participants (Brinkmann and Kvale 2015). The researcher plays a central role in defining and
guiding the interaction by introducing the topic, structuring the conversation, and critically following
up on participants’ responses (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009). This was reflected in our choice of semi-
structured interview approach, where we actively shaped the direction of the interview, through the
use of an interview guide and very specific follow-up questions related to the diaries, but also being
attentive and open to ask additional questions to understand deeper a particular thought the
participant might have shared. This semi-structured approach would be explained more in-depth in
the following section.
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5.3.2.1 Semi-Structured Interviews

By using a semi-structured approach to interviews, we had the opportunity to have a guide of fixed
questions, but also allow for suggested questions that arise during the conversation (Kvale 2007),
providing a balance between structure and flexibility (Brinkmann and Kvale 2018). There is a certain
freedom to both change the order of the questions, and add questions, in order to explore certain
responses in a deeper way (Kvale 2007). While participants were encouraged to freely express their
experiences and reflections, we maintained control over the structure to ensure alignment with the
research questions and comparability of the data through an interview guide. Having an interview
guide helps maintain consistency and comparability across interviews, by ensuring that similar
topics were addressed across all participants (Daymon and Holloway 2010).

Being able to compare the data was essential to our interview process as the screenshots each
participant uploaded in the digital diaries varied in their themes, topics and personal relevance. So
semi-structured interviews were considered an important way to balance flexibility with consistency
— participants could elaborate on their own individual TikTok experiences by using particular diary
entries, while the shared set of core questions ensured that the interviews still remain similar and
comparable. A structured interview would have made comparison easier(Bryman 2016), but it would
have been less suitable for the interpretivist focus of this study. Since each participant had a unique
FYP which reflected different interests and identity-related experiences, a fully structured interview
could have limited the possibility of exploring the personal interpretation behind specific
screenshots and reflections. An unstructured interview, on the other hand, may have allowed for
greater openness and depth, but it would have made it more difficult to compare and analyse the
data across participants (Bryman 2016). Although participants’ experiences were highly individual,
the study also aimed to identify some broader patterns in their TikTok use. Semi-structured
interviews therefore allowed us to compare patterns, thoughts, and perceptions across participants,
despite the highly personalised and diverse nature of the digital diaries.

This balance was particularly important for our paper, also because it allowed participants to
articulate their subjective experiences with TikTok while letting us ask deeper into specific themes
such as algorithmic influence, identity, and social norms. In this way, the interviews remained
flexible and exploratory, yet sufficiently structured to generate relevant, comparable and analytically
meaningful data.

5.3.2.1.1 Interview Guide

As mentioned above, the semi-structured interview approach uses an interview guide that contains
questions or topics to be covered (Kvale 2007). Bryman (2016)’s typology of questions was used to
get inspired for what types of questions to ask.

Followingthis approach, the first and last part of each interview we conducted, followed an interview
guide that asked a set of core questions to all participants. These questions therefore formed the
‘common’ part between all interviews. The questions were intentionally created to start more
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broadly with more general topics and narrow down towards more specific topics. For instance, the
interview begins with Personal factual questions - more general questions about participants’
interests, hobbies and everyday activities, which would allow us to gain insight into their identities
and interests outside of TikTok (Bryman 2016). This isimportant, as it allows to later explore whether
participants’ offline interests aligned with the types of content they encountered on TikTok.

Following this, participants were asked Informant factual questions relating to the details of an area
in which they have knowledge (Bryman 2016), in this case about their general patterns of TikTok use,
including how frequently they use the platform, how much time they spend on it, and what they
typically use it for. These questions aimed to establish a baseline understanding of participants’
typical engagement with TikTok and potentially help us understand how invested they are in using
the app.

The interview then shifts towards Questions about knowledge (Bryman 2016) - related to the
participants’ understandings of the TikTok algorithm and the personalisation of content. In the
beginning of the interview it was an intentional decision for us the interviewers to not mention the
algorithm, as we wanted to understand their awareness that the algorithm existed on the first place.
Participants were asked how they believe TikTok decides what content to show them, what factors
they think influence this process. These questions were informed by the literature review where
active, passive engagement, refinement and platform affordances in algorithmically curated content
were discussed. Participants were also asked about the relatability of the content, and whether they
perceive it reinforcing their existing interests or introduces new topics and influences their interests
or behaviours. These questions were informed by our literature review on algorithmic
personalisation, filter bubbles, and algorithmic folk theories and aimed to capture how they make
sense of the algorithm as reflecting or resonating with their sense of self or reinforcing certain
aspects of identity or social norms in relation to RQ2 and RQ3.

Finally, the questions moved toward Questions about normative standards and values and
Questions about attitudes (Bryman 2016) to more reflective topics such as whether participants felt
in control of what they see on TikTok, whether they have attempted to change and influence what
they see and how TikTok might shape social norms among young women. Participants were also
asked to reflect on whether TikTok had introduced pressures to engage with particular trends,
aesthetics, or forms of content. These questions allowed participants to reflect more deeply on how
the platform might influence and normalize interests, perceptions, and experiences and were
informed by the literature review on social norms, imagined communities, filter bubbles and identity
formation. In this way the questions also supported the exploration of RQ3 and RQ4.

Finally, our participants were asked about their experience during the digital diary — how was it for
them to reflect on their TikTok use over the past days, in order to encourage a meta-reflection on
their awareness of their habits and engagement patters. This question, together with ‘Are there any
downsides or things you don’t like about using TikTok?’ were asked last in order to explore critical
reflection on the influence of curated content, and allow participants to articulate tacit assumptions,
values, and social expectations.
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The questions asked for each participant and the reason behind why each question was asked can
be found in tables in Appendix 2.2.

5.3.2.1.2 Photo Elicitation

Photo elicitation is aresearch method where a photograph is used during an interview (Harper 2002)
to generate discussions that build knowledge (Glaw et al. 2017). Collier (1957) was the first one to
adopt photo elicitation in his studies, claiming that photo elicitations supports richer and more
grounded participant reflections stimulating memory recall, reducing misunderstandings and
encouraging participants to be more concrete and accurate. What this method of using photographs
brings, as opposed to normal interviews, is the possibility to explore the participant’s mind, and
thoughts deeper than just with words (Glaw et al. 2017; Harper 2002). Photo elicitations can also
encourage participants to express emotions and reflections that otherwise might remain unspoken,
especially about their life, as photographs are capable of evoking deeper emotions and surfacing
more tacit experiences (Collier 1957; Glaw et al. 2017). Another important advantage of using the
photo elicitation method isthat it helps to create a shared understanding of the photograph between
the interviewer and the interviewee, even when they have different cultural backgrounds (Harper
2002).

According to Richard and Lahman (2015) there are two types of photo elicitations — researcher
generated and participant generated photographs. In this study, a participant generated photograph
was used, where they were prompted to “Please take screenshots of 2 videos that caught your
attention during your TikTok use. This could include content you found interesting, relatable,
surprising, confusing, or even irrelevant or unappealing”.

In this sense, the participants were not given a totally new photograph to reflect upon, but rather to
reflect on 2 or 3 screenshots from their own TikTok For You Page that they had previously uploaded
during the digital diary phase. Using the screenshots functioned as an aid to prompt the participant’s
visual memory in order for them to recall and reflect on the specific videos that they have shared,
sometimes up to 7 days prior to the interview. This is particularly relevant for this study also because
of the nature of TikTok as a platform - highly visual and very fast-paced, where content is consumed
rapidly and often as mentioned by our participants, forgotten shortly after exposure.

Besides an aid to recall the uploaded videos the photo elicitations served as a way to ground the
interview in particular and concrete situation rather than abstract hypothetical use of the platform.
Although all participants were asked a shared set of core questions, the photo elicitation allowed
our interviews to become more personalized and participant-driven. This approach was especially
valuable in the context of this study because participants encountered highly individualized and
algorithmically curated feeds.

As mentioned above, photo elicitations also allow to create a common understanding of the
photograph, even among people with different cultural backgrounds. This is interesting and
important for our particular case, as our participants and us, the interviewers, share different
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cultural backgrounds, so having a common picture to refer to rather than assumptions was
important in order to establish as much common understanding as possible.

As an alternative to using the photo elicitation method during the interviews, we also considered
conducting a participant-led feed walkthrough inspired by walkthrough approaches to app research.
(Light et al. 2018)describe the walkthrough method as a way of engaging directly with an app
interface by moving step-by-step through its screens, features, buttons, menus, and flows of activity
in order to examine how apps guide users and shape their experiences. In our study, a participant-
led version would have involved participants opening TikTok during the interview and scrolling
through their FYP while we observed their interactions and asked questions in the moment. This
could have provided direct insight into how participants interacted with TikTok in real time, including
what they watched, skipped, searched for, or reacted to.

However, we decided not to use this method for both ethical and methodological reasons. First, a
feed walkthrough would have been highly intrusive, as participants’ FYPs could contain personal,
sensitive, or unexpected content that they would not want to share with us. (Light et al. 2018) also
point out that walkthrough research may expose user information, such as names, photos, and in-
app activity, which requires careful ethical consideration. Second, being observed while using TikTok
could have changed participants’ behaviour, as observation itself may influence how participants
act in research settings (Bryman 2016). For example, they might skip content they would normally
watch, avoid engaging with certain videos, or become more self-conscious about their reactions.
This could have made the data less reflective of their everyday TikTok use. In addition, a live feed
walkthrough would have shifted the focus toward observing behaviour in the interview setting, while
the aim of this study was to understand how participants interpreted TikTok content in their everyday
context. Photo elicitation based on participant-selected diary screenshots was therefore considered
more appropriate, as it allowed participants to remain in control of what they shared while still
providing concrete visual prompts for deeper reflection.

The photo elicitation method combined with semi-structured interviews therefore enabled us to 1)
help the participants recall the video and context, 2) situate participants reflections and experience
in particular context, 3) still allow comparisons across participants through shared themes and
research questions.

5.4 Ethical Considerations

The ethical considerations in this study were in accordance with The European Code of Conduct for
Research Integrity (ALLEA 2023) and inspired by Bryman (2016) and his two questions revolving
around 1) how should we treat participants in the research and 2) is there something that we
should/should not do during the research when we engage with them.

This study explores participants' experiences of TikTok's curated content, including reflections on
their sense of self, social relationships, and social norms. Consequently, due to the fact that we
explore their very personalized and unique feed in the FYP, we had to pay particular attention to
informed consent, confidentiality, and responsible data handling throughout our research process.
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All participants received information about the study's purpose, procedures, what data we would
collect during the process, and how their data would be used prior to participation in the shape of a
consent form (Appendix 1). The consent form was prepared by following an approved and
standardised draft of Aalborg University, while also making sure itis aligned with The European Code
of Conduct for Research Integrity (ALLEA 2023).

Before the data collection began, they provided the signed form where they stated that their
participation was voluntary, and they had a right to withdraw at any stage without consequence and
were entitled to change or delete their data.

Due to the sensitive nature of the personalized FYP and in order to make sure we keep their identity
private throughout the whole process, we assigned them personal identification numbers, which
were used throughout the whole thesis. We were careful to avoid including data that might
compromise this anonymity. This was also the case when screenshots were uploaded which might
contain identifiable information.

Finally, consistent with the interpretivist standpoint of this study, the participants’ perceptions are
based on subjective experiences and are treated as such, rather than as objective representations
of reality. The findings, therefore, should be understood within this context, and as emerging
between the researchers and the participants, making reflexivity and careful interpretation
important considerations throughout the analytical process.

5.5 Data Analysis

This section presents the data analysis process of how the digital diaries and in-depth interviews
were analysed, in particular affinity mapping and thematic analysis.

5.5.1 Affinity Mapping

Following the completion of the digital diaries, affinity mapping was used to organise and make
sense of the large amount of qualitative data obtained across participants. Affinity mapping or
affinity diagramming is a method to group similar individual data entries together to help identify
patterns and themes that emerge naturally (Hartson and Pyla 2012; Sharp et al. 2019). Originally
introduced in the Japanese software quality community, and used in Interaction Design, Design
Thinking and Contextual Design, Affinity mapping allows for themes to emerge from the data rather
than using predefined categories (Sharp et al. 2019).

Before conducting the follow-up interviews and later thematic analysis, it was necessary to organise
the data collected from the digital diaries in a way that preserved the connection between each
screenshot and the participant’s own interpretation of it. Affinity mapping was therefore useful in
identifying early patterns within their responses and selecting relevant screenshots for the
personalised photo elicitation interviews.
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The affinity mapping process conducted in this study was inspired by affinity diagramming
techniques described by Kolko (2011), Holtzblatt et al. (2005) and Hanington and Martin (2012),
where qualitative observations are organized and clustered according to recurring relationships,
patterns, and themes. While affinity mapping is traditionally conducted using physical sticky notes
placed on walls (Hartson & Pyla, 2012), a digital approach was used in this study through the use of
Miro boards.

The affinity mapping process in this paper first involved the creation of a Miro board for each
participant separately, where their daily digital diary entries and screenshots were added in a
structured way. According to Holtzblatt et al. (2005) and Kolko (2011), the first step in affinity
mapping is to identify relevant elements from the data in the form of words, phrases, quotes, images,
etc. In order to do that, we placed each diary answer on a separate sticky note in the Miro board,
which made the data easy to move, group, and cluster based on emerging patterns. The notes were
visually arranged beneath the relevant screenshot and diary day, which also made it easier to see all
responses from one participant in one overview. This helped identify repeated topics, connections,
and reflections across the five days, while still keeping each response connected to the specific
screenshot it referred to. Figure 1 demonstrates a part of the Miro board for one of the participants.
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Figure 1: Part of first stage of the affinity mapping of Participant 1’s digital diary, Day 1, Screenshots and Questions 1-6

The next step involved grouping similar elements together based on interpretation and judgement
(Kolko, 2011). Inthis way, observations and reflections that appeared connected were clustered into
broader groupings and patterns (Hannington & Martin, 2012). Each participant was therefore
reviewed individually, looking for patterns and themes within. Notes and observations were grouped
into clusters based on recurring patterns and meaningful relationships (Figure 2).
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Figure 2: Example of Affinity Map for Participant 1

It is important to emphasize that the affinity mapping process at this stage was conducted within
participants rather than across participants. As Kolko (2011) notes, affinity mapping is beneficial to
be performed in the first stages of analysis. Therefore, our purpose of the affinity mapping was not
to perform a formal thematic analysis and find commonalities across participants or identify
overarching themes, but rather to organize and interpret each participant’s digital diary individually
in order to identify relevant patterns, reflections, and screenshots that could later inform the
personalized photo elicitation interview questions.

The affinity mapping also informed the selection of screenshots for the photo elicitation interviews.
From each participant’s diary, two or three screenshots were selected in order to provide variation
while keeping the interview manageable in terms of time. Screenshots were selected when they
appeared meaningful, raised questions, or connected clearly to the study’s analytical interests,
such as identity, belonging, community, social norms, engagement, or algorithmic interpretation.
Thisincluded screenshots that seemed highly relevant to the participant, misaligned with their usual
content, produced a strong positive or negative reaction, or suggested something that needed to be
explored further in the interview.
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The selection also aimed to avoid unnecessary repetition. For example, when a participant uploaded
several screenshots connected to the same topic, only one of them was selected, as choosing more
would likely have led to similar reflections. Therefore, the selected screenshots were chosen to
represent different aspects of each participant’s TikTok experience where possible. In this way,
affinity mapping helped transform the diary entries into a more focused basis for the photo elicitation
interviews.

5.5.2 Reflexive Thematic Analysis

Following the completion of the data collection, a thematic analysis was performed on both the
digital diaries and the interviews to analyse the data altogether.

Thematic analysis is a method that allows to find meaning, analyse and group patterns or themes of
data (Braun and Clarke 2006). Itis considered suitable to both ‘reflect reality and to unpick or unravel
the surface of ‘reality’”’ (Braun and Clarke 2006, p. 81), allowing to both describe the reality, but also
to interpret how participants make sense of their experiences and perceptions. This makes it well
fitting to the philosophical stance of this paper - interpretivism, focused not on objectively
measuring participants’ behaviour, but rather explore and co-create meaning of how women
perceive and experience TikTok’s curated content. Therefore, using thematic analysis allowed us to
acknowledge the subjective and co-constructed nature of their experiences. From this perspective,
our subjectivity is not considered a bias to eliminate, but a lens that shapes the interpretation (Braun
and Clarke 2006).

More specifically, a reflexive approach to thematic analysis has been used. Reflexivity emerges in
the act of critically reflecting on our roles as researchers, "what we do, how and why we do it, and
the impact and influences of this on our research” (Braun et al. 2022, p. 5). As mentioned above,
one of the authors of this paper is an active user of TikTok, while the other is not, which created an
interesting balance in the interpretation of TikTok content and participants’ experiences. This
allowed us to approach the data from both a more familiar insider perspective and a more distanced
outsider view, continuously discussing and reflecting upon our interpretations throughout the
analytical process. In line with reflexive thematic analysis, these differing perspectives were not
viewed as biases to eliminate, but rather as valuable lenses that contributed to a more nuanced and
reflexive understanding of how participants experienced and made sense of TikTok’s curated
environment.

Another important dimension of approaching the thematic analysis is the inductive/deductive
orientation. An inductive approach starts with the data, while a deductive approach is theory-driven
(Braun et al. 2022). The thematic analysis performed in this paper follows a mixed approach. In the
initial stages of familiarizing ourselves with the data, we kept the theory and research questions in
mind as a lens through which to code later on, as also argued by Braun et al. (2022). This was
important and needed in order to produce a meaningful coherent analysis and answer the research
questions, given the diversity of our data. However, we still allowed themes and codes to emerge out
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of the data without predefining them. The inductive lens allowed us to “give voice to participants and
tell their stories” (Braun et al. 2022, p. 56), especially relevant given our interpretative standpoint.

Our thematic analysis followed Braun and Clarke’s (2006) 6 steps, while remaining iterative in the
process.

The first phase involved familiarization with the data (Braun and Clarke 2006). As we were already
familiar with the digital diaries, having performed an affinity mapping on them, in this step we
focused on getting familiar with the interview data. After being transcribed (Appendix 3.2), all
interviews were read through, noting and extracting some patterns, initial reflections and
observations that appeared while reading.

The second step involved creating initial codes based on the patterns identified (Braun and Clarke
2006) in the initial reading and the affinity mapping of the digital diaries. The codes included both
latent and semantic codes. The first is researcher-driven, interpreting the words of the participant,
while the latter is participant-driven, using the explicit words of the participant. Both are relevant as
we aim to examine not only what participants explicitly said about TikTok, but also make sense of
their experiences and meanings. Semantic coding was important for us to be able to capture the
language and sentiment participants use, especially when aiming to construct Algorithmic Folk
Theories and explore how they perceive and talk about the algorithm. For example, semantic coding
allowed us to uncover the code ‘Algorithm as a “knowing” system’ where through the explicit
language of the participants we shed light on how they humanize the algorithm when using words
understands,
us explore more implicit perceptions about the algorithm, related to for example codes such as

» &« ”

such as “knows,” “learns, tries to figure out,” or “is aware”. Latent coding helped
“ldentity connection”, where meanings of connection to identity have been uncovered beyond their
immediate words.

The codes were iterated a few times, by being revised, merged, separated, removed, expanded, as
our understanding of the data grew deeper and deeper (Braun and Clarke 2006). The data of both
interviews and digital diaries was subsequently coded with different colours, each code having a
separate colour code. Afterwards, each piece of text containing the code was extracted, so all
quotes were in one place. Some quotes were relevant to multiple codes.

In the third step, we grouped codes into broader themes that could start to shape how the research
questions could be answered. In line with Braun and Clarke (2006) ’s reflections on thematic analysis,
themes were not identified only based on quantity or frequency of appearance across the data, but
also intheir ability to capture meaningful patternsinrelation to the research questions. In this sense,
one theme is not more or less significant than another because of how many codes it contains, but
because of how it captures a piece of the topic being researched. This was an important caveat given
that this paper contains a limited number of interviews and diary entries, making certain participant
reflections to appear briefly or among fewer participants. Yet, the thematic analysis still provides
significant insight into how TikTok’s algorithmic curation was experienced, interpreted, and
negotiated. Consequently, themes were developed not only through recurrence, but also through
interpretative significance and conceptualrichness.
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The forth step involved reviewing and refining the themes (Braun and Clarke 2006). Some codes
resulted in being too repetitive and unclear, so they were removed, while others were added. A
thematic map was created and is visualized in Appendix 4.1.

After the themes and codes were refined, step five involved detailed definition of what each code
and theme captures (Braun and Clarke 2006). This was done by revising all quotes extracted for each
code, organizing them and making a bullet point structure of what should the analysis of each code
include. In addition to that, some quotes were highlighted as key to be included as quotes in the
analysis.

After the bullet point structure of each code and theme was ready, step six began, in the shape of
writing the analysis section (Braun and Clarke 2006). Interestingly, when the writing began, a few
more iterations were needed, as some codes became too overlapping, close in meaning or
unnecessary. For example, initially, there was a code called ‘Awareness of the algorithm’ which was
deemed unnecessary, as all participants were actually aware of the algorithm, making a full analysis
of it redundant.

Overall, a reflexive thematic analysis has been used to analyse both the digital diary and the
interview data. A mixed, inductive and deductive approach was used, and both semantic and latent
codes employed. To conduct the thematic analysis, the 6 steps process of Braun and Clark (2006)
have been thoroughly applied.

In the next section, the affinity mapping and the thematic analysis will be presented.

6. Analysis

This chapter connects together the digital diary entries and interviews data to form the analytical
section of the project. First, an affinity mapping of the digital diary data is presented, followed by the
reflexive thematic analysis of both the interview data and digital diary data combined.

6.1 Affinity Mapping of Digital Diaries

Before conducting the interviews, an affinity mapping of the digital diary entries (digital diary data
can be found in Appendix 3.1) was carried out in order to identify recurring patterns, topics, and
reflections across the participants’ diary entries. This process helped organise the diary data and
provided an initial overview of how participants engaged with and reflected on TikTok’s curated
content. The affinity mapping then serves as a foundation for creating the interview questions and
selecting which screenshots to use. This section provides selected examples of representative
patterns identified within each participant’s diary to illustrate how the affinity mapping informed the
interview preparation and screenshot selection.
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Participant 1’s affinity map shows three main areas that are interesting to explore further in the
interview. First, figure skating appears as a strongly recurring and personally meaningful topic. Every
day, one of the two selected screenshots in the diary are connected to figure skating. These videos
are rated as highly relevant, described as common on her FYP, and something that makes her “very
engaged and satisfied" (Participant 1, Diary Day 2-Screenshot 2). Second, the diary shows a
contrasting pattern of war-related content, which is also described as common on her FYP, but is
experienced negatively. Participant 1 writes that she has “chosen to restrict” herself from TikTok
because itkept showing her this type of “war” content, and describes it as making her “very anxious”
(Participant 1, Diary Day 1-Screenshot 2). Third, the diary includes a more ambiguous case. One
video is described as common on her FYP and something she “in a way could relate to” (Participant
1, Diary Day 2-Screenshot 1). She also notes that she watched it fully and felt a sense of connection
toit. However, it is only rated as moderately relevant and is connected to who she does not want to
be. This makes the screenshot useful for the interview because it reveals a contradiction in her
response that could not be fully understood from the diary entry alone.

The affinity mapping on Participant 2’s diary responses produce several patterns worth exploring
further. A strong pattern is the social aspect of her TikTok use, where videos are often connected to
friends, relationships, and shared humour. Forexample, she describesrelatingto one video because
it “made [her] think of [her] girls” and reflects on being grateful for her friendships (Participant 2,
Diary Day 4-Screenshot 2). Another important area is her understanding of the algorithm and
perceived sense of autonomy as she repeatedly describes her FYP as something she had actively
built “exactly to [her] liking” (Participant 2, Diary Day 4-Screenshot 2). The general observations from
the affinity map also shows that all of her selected videos are rated as highly relatable (5 out of 5),
described as common content, and connected to who she is. These patterns make it relevant to
explore how she understands the relationship between her own engagement, her FYP, and her sense
of control over the content she encountered.

Participant 3’s diary shows a varied FYP, with content related to interior design, fashion, beauty,
movies, satire, relationships, politics, work, and health. While mostly diverse, political content
seems to be slightly dominating and often connected to her values and standpoint. For example,
some videos are described as reflecting her views on the modern world, capitalism, or the broader
social and political context. Mostvideos in the diary are marked as somewhat relevant, however she
also documented seeing far-right content that she does not resonate with, explaining that she
“usually get[s] the opposite on [her] FYP” (Participant 3, Diary Day 4). The affinity map shows several
entries related to work, and are also the only two videos marked as 5 out of 5 relevant. This, for
example, makes work-related screenshots useful for exploring both personal relevance and
perceived social expectations in the interview.

The affinity mapping of Participant 4’s diaries identify several patterns around sharing content,
perceived similarity with the creator, and suggested norms. A strong area is the social use of TikTok,
especially sharing content with family or friends. She describes sending videos to her sister when
they find something relatable and using videos to express her own emotions or personality.
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Another area is related to norms, where some videos are interpreted as showing positive
expectations, such as not stressing too much, allowing mistakes, or having a balanced relationship
with food. In contrast to some other participants, across her diaries, there is a pattern of limited
understanding of the algorithm, as she often explains seeing a video as a result of watching similar
content before, rather than providing a more specific explanation. A notable observation is that she
describes videos as common on her FYP but also writes that her feed has been “quite boring” and
“not related to [her] current interests that much” (Participant 4, Diary Day 2). This makes her diary
interesting because it shows a feed that is familiar and common but not necessarily experienced as
strongly relevant.

Participant 5’s diary mainly shows content that prompted reflection on other people, emotional
reactions, and suggested norms or expectations. One important area is how videos make her reflect
on similarity and difference between people. Some entries focus on how similar people can be, while
others make her reflect on how different people are, especially in relation to family or personal
experiences. Another recurring area is emotional response, as the selected videos often stood out
because they make her feel something strongly, including discomfort, confusion, surprise, or
humour. Several entries also point to social expectations, such as suggesting that people should
take better care of themselves or their belongings and think more before their actions. The affinity
map also notes that, similarly to Participant 4, Participant 5 does not explain the algorithm in much
detail. When asked why she thought TikTok showed her certain videos, she mainly referred to the
types of content she usually watches or sees on her FYP, rather than linking them to any specific
actions. A general observation is that she is the only participant so far who explicitly mentioned
reading comments, which make this an additional point to explore.

Participant 6’s diary shows four main types of content: videos about getting views on TikTok,
Denmark-related content, recipes, and medication. Overall, she describes her feed as repetitive and
mostly based on topics related to her life now, while also noting that there is “a lot of content that is
very random” (Participant 6, Diary Day 6). While much of the content appears relevant, one clear
pattern is also repeated exposure to content she is not interested in. Three of the uploaded videos
are about tips for getting views on TikTok, even though she states that she does not post and does
not care about this type of content. These videos were skipped, rated as not relevant, and described
as content she did not feel connected to. Search is especially importantin how she explains her FYP,
as she often connects recommendations to previous searches for recipes, medication, or products.

At the same time, her diary also shows other explanations of the algorithm, including tracking,
listening, location, and cross-platform activity when recommendations might have felt too specific.
Another pattern is that TikTok often seems to show alternatives or better ways of doing things, such
as alternative recipes, cooking methods, or product use.

Medication-related content also raised doubts around health, products, and whether she was doing
things right. These patterns make her diary useful for exploring algorithmic interpretation, relevance,
unwanted repetition and how TikTok introduces new content in the interview.
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In Participant 7’s diary, Seoul-related content stands out clearly. In three out of the five diary days,
she describes her feed as containing many videos about Seoul. Thisis connected to her use of TikTok
for advice and practical inspiration, as one video was described as useful because she was looking
for recommendations on what to do in Seoul. Her explanations for why certain videos appeared
range from more passive recognition, such as having watched similar videos before or seeing videos
from the same creator, to more active explanations, such as having searched for recommendations
or similar videos. The diary also shows different reactions to content, including finding videos useful,
interesting, relevant, entertaining, fair, annoying, or confusing. These patterns help identify
screenshots that could support questions about TikTok as a practical information source, as well as
how search and previous engagement were understood to shape the FYP.

Overall, the affinity mapping shows that each participant’s diary contained different patterns of
TikTok use and interpretation. Some patterns appear across several participants, while at the same
time, each participant’s diary also highlighted more specific areas. These participant-specific
patterns provided a clearer basis for the photo elicitation interviews, as they helped identify which
screenshots, topics, and contradictions needed to be explored in more depth.

6.2 Thematic Analysis

Following the affinity mapping and completion of the interviews, a thematic analysis is conducted
across both the digital diary data and the interview data combined. The analysis focuses on
identifying recurring patterns, meanings, and reflections related to participants’ experiences with
TikTok’s curated content.

The five themes presented in this chapter illustrate: Theme 1: Making sense of the algorithm, Theme
2: Sense of Agency vs. Lack of control , Theme 3: Relatability, Validation and Belonging, Theme 4:
Repetition, Trends and Social Norms and Theme 5: Influence on Emotions, Behaviour and ldentity.

6.2.1 Theme 1: Making Sense of the Algorithm

Making Sense of the Algorithm

Perceived factors
shaping the feed

Uncertainty and Opacity

Figure 3: Thematic Map of Theme 1
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This theme explores how participants attempt to understand and explain TikTok’s algorithm and the
curated content. Across both the interviews and digital diaries, participants reflect on what they
believe shapes their FYP, how the algorithm operates, and why certain content appears. While
participants often describe relatively clear ideas about engagement and personalisation, their
reflections also reveal uncertainty, speculation, and attempts to make sense of the platform’s
opaque logic. The theme therefore captures both participants’ perceived understanding of the
algorithm and the moments where this understanding becomes uncertain or contradictory.

Perceived factors shaping the feed

Participants commonly describe their FYP as shaped by multiple factors, with engagement
consistently identified as the most common mechanism through which content is personalised.
Alongside engagement, participants also refer to search, TikTok trends, and in some cases external
factors, such as tracking or listening, when unsure about why certain content appears on their FYP.

Firstly, the most frequently mentioned factor is engagement. Participants across both interviews and
diaries link their curated content as a result of their engagement. Engagement is described broadly
and includes actions such as liking, watching, re-watching, saving, commenting, sharing, following
creators, opening comments, and time spent on a video. These actions are often perceived to lead
to more similar curated content being shown, regardless of how technical or in-depth those actions
are described. In other words, within a shared understanding of engagement affecting the algorithm,
participants vary in how precisely they describe engagement. For example, one participant explains
that “if you watch it so many times, like it, comment, save and all those things, just like TikTok tracks
that and it shows you more” (Participant 1,11:36), while another notes more broadly that the feed
changes depending on “how often [she] engage[s] with the video and in what way” (Participant 2,
Diary Day 2). These examples demonstrate that while some participants provide more detailed
descriptions, identifying specific engagement behaviours and distinguishing between them, others
refer to it in general terms, using “engagement” as a broad explanation for why content appears.
Amongthese participants, certain actions like saving, sharing, commenting, or re-watching are often
described as more influential than simply liking a video. These distinctions, however, are not
consistently defined across participants, which also reflects the participants’ different depth of
understanding of the algorithm.

Taking these participants’ reflections together, an Algorithmic Folk Theory of “Every Interaction
Counts” emerges. Participants do not use technical language or understanding to describe the
algorithm and do not weight engagement signals differently; however, they still develop a practical
belief or atheory around how their engagement may shape the feed and the content they are exposed
to. In this sense, engagement becomes a practical explanation for personalisation, where both
active engagement, such as liking, saving, commenting, or sharing, and more passive engagement,
such as watching, re-watching, or spending time on a video, are understood as signals that shape
the FYP.

Participants also distinguish between actions based on whether they are intentional or not. Some
forms of engagement are described as deliberate, such as liking content they enjoy, saving videos
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for later, or following specific creators: “Because the videos about figure skating are the ones |
engage with the most. | like comment, re-watch and save them all the time, so once again it’s
algorithm” (Participant 1, Diary Day 2-Screenshot 2). At the same time, participants repeatedly
describe situations where their actions are not intended to signal interest but are still perceived to
influence their FYP. This includes watching content out of curiosity, or engaging with content they
find “ridiculous” (Participant 3, 02:24), letting a video play on repeat without noticing: “it might be
that | stopped scrolling but the video still keeps playing so the next few days | am just seeing very
similar videos to these” (Participant 4, 10:25), or sharing videos with others, even when they do not
personally enjoy them: “if | just shared one funny video that | thought the person finds funny, but not
me. Then again, | keep seeing those videos” (Participant 4, 10:51).

These examples point to a second algorithmic folk theory that the participants create - “It Thought |
Wanted More of It.” Participants feel the algorithm could misread why they engage with a video and
express a belief that TikTok often interprets accidental, ironic, curious, or otherwise passive forms
of engagement as genuine interest, subsequently shaping the content recommended to them. In
these cases, participants do not see engagement as a clear reflection of what they want to see, but
as something the algorithm can misread and then use to show them more similar content.

Besides engagement, search is also described as a particularly influential factor. Unlike other
interactions, it is consistently described as intentional and associated with very visible and direct
changes in the feed. Participants describe how searching for specific topics such as hobbies,
recipes, or products, leads to more related content being shown, often within a short period of time.
One participant explains that “it was one evening search and then it went off the rails” (Participant 7,
18:32), describing a very quick change in the FYP and the curated content, following a focused
search. Similar patterns appear across other participants as well, where search is linked to direct
and immediate changes in content, for example when one participant describes how searching for
medication led to an increase in related videos shortly after (Participant 6, 17:43).

This pattern can be understood as the algorithmic folk theory “One Evening Search and Then It
Went Off the Rails.” Search becomes a clear example of how participants connect a specific,
intentional action to later changes in the FYP, making algorithmic personalisation feel more
traceable and immediate than other forms of engagement.

Alongside engagement and search, participants also identify that sometimes they are shown
contentthatis not fully related to their own engagement butis related to broader platform dynamics.
In this way, they perceive the FYP content as both an outcome of their own actions, but also
complemented by trending topics and popular trends:

“I think that one part of TikTok would be, yes, usually the content | engage with, but the other part is
like the popular things, the trendy things” (Participant 1, 29:11).

This aspect will be further addressed in the section on algorithmic amplification in Section 6.2.4 .

In some cases, when content cannot be clearly linked to prior interaction, participants refer to
additional factors such as location or activity outside TikTok. For example, participants suggest that
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TikTok might be “aware of my location” (Participant 1, Diary Day 4-Screenshot 1, Participant 6, Diary
Day 2-Screenshot 2), or “tracking my activity on my phone” (Participant 6, Diary Day 2-Screenshot 2)
or “tracking/listening to my conversations” (Participant 6, Diary Day 1-Screenshot 2). These
reflections are often connected to statements that participants “have no idea” why certain content
appears.

This can be understood as the algorithmic folk theory “It’s Listening to Us.” Here, participants
explain recommendations that feel too specific or difficult to trace through possible hidden forms of
data collection, such as listening, location, or tracking activity across platforms.

Overall, participants consistently describe the feed as shaped by their actions, particularly through
engagement, while also referring to search, TikTok trends, and, in some cases, externalfactors when
accounting for instances of content that feel too specific. While the level of detail with which they
describe the engagement varies, the same pattern remains across the data: content exposure links
to prior engagement, regardless of whether these interactions are intentional or not.

Algorithm as a “knowing” system

Participants frequently describe TikTok’s algorithm as if it has an ability to know and understand
them. Rather than referring to it as a technical system, participants use language that humanizes the
algorithm, attributing awareness and cognition, and describing it as something that “knows”,
“learns”, “understands”, “tries to figure out”, or “is aware” of who they are. For example, one
participant explains that TikTok is “trying to figure out what | want” (Participant 6, 11:18), while
another suggests it “tries to learn more about you” by showing different types of content (Participant
5, 10:23). The algorithm is not only described as responding to their behaviour, but as learning and
collecting knowledge about the user over time.

In some cases, the algorithm is even referred to in plural as “them”, further reinforcing this framing.
Through this type of language, the algorithm is described human-like - it observes, learns, and
responds, allowing participants to make sense of how and why certain content appears:

“They think you interact with that, so they give you more, so your chances of engagement are higher”
(Participant 3, 02:52)

“But like any platform they have to try and see what is maybe of interest”. (Participant 7, 35:40)

This further connects to how participants experience the relationship between the content they see
and aspects of themselves - they describe the algorithm as “knowing” them when the feed reflects
and is related to their personal traits, life situations, or current interests. For example, one
participant reflects that “the platform knows so much about [her] interests that it just keeps feeding
[her] so much” (Participant 6, 32:11) and that “[TikTok] maybe knows | am an expat learning Danish”
(Participant 6, Diary Day 3-Screenshot 2), while another describes how “TikTok knows so much
about [her]” (Participant 1, 20:27). Furthermore, a participant explains that when she sees a video,
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she may think it was shown because she relates to it (Participant 1, 19:02), while another notes her
FYP reflects their current life situation, including relationships and friendships:

“l would say that TikTok is very aware that | am a woman, a woman in a heterosexual relationship.
And very closely, | mean, also the fact that I'm in a long distance relationship is very much reflected
inthe contentthat | see. The factthat| have a long distance best friend also is reflected in the content
that | see. So a lot of the things that | watch are very relatable to where | am right now in my life”
(Participant 2, 21:30).

This sense of being “known” is experienced in both positive and negative ways. For some
participants, the alignment between content and identity is described as enjoyable or satisfying : “/
just think it learned from my habits and then it just appeared towards it” (Participant 6, 12:16). At the
same time, other participants describe this level of personalisation as uncomfortable, particularly
when content appears highly specific or related to a particular life situation: “these videos feel very
specific to my experiences which could be a bit weird” (Participant 1, Diary Day 4-Screenshot 1). In
these cases, the same perception of “knowing” is associated with unease rather than recognition.

However, when participants were asked to explain how the algorithm “knows” them, a recurring
tension became visible. For example, one participant explicitly states that “an app cannot know who
I am” while also acknowledging that “sometimes... TikTok knows so much about me” (Participant 1,
20:27). This shows how participants move between humanising the algorithm as possessing
awareness but also recognising it cannot be the case literally. This tension is not apparent in the
beginning and increases as participants are made to reflect more deeply on the topic during the
interviews.

This is synthesized as the algorithmic folk theory “TikTok Knows So Much About Me.” Participants
use this explanation when the FYP feels highly specific, relevant, or closely connected to their
experiences. However, this does not mean that they literally believe TikTok can know them as a
person. Rather, this Algorithmic Folk Theory captures the tension between experiencing the
algorithm as highly accurate and still recognizing that this “knowing” is produced through algorithm
and engagement.

Overall, participants consistently use human-like language to describe TikTok’s personalisation
whenever they could not explain the content shown otherwise. The algorithm is understood not only
as responding to interaction, but as something that, in different ways, learns and “knows” the user.

Perceived algorithmic logic

While previous codes focus on what the participants perceive to shape the feed, this code captures
how participants describe the overall and more broad logic of how TikTok operates. It isimportant to
note that participants do not describe the algorithm as a single process, but as a combination of
patterns that together explain why content appears and changes over time.

Participants describe how content develops once a topic isintroduced. Rather than remaining static,
content extends within a theme. This includes repetition of similar videos, but also variation within
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the same topic, such as receiving “many other versions” or “alternative ways” of similar content
(Participant 6, 37:49; Diary Day 4-Screenshot 2), or content that expands slightly beyond a core
theme (Participant 7, 33:17). This shows that they see topics as not only “learned” and adjusted once
but also developing continuously over time.

Participants also perceive the feed as shifting, where certain types of content dominate temporarily
before changing. These are often referred to as “waves”, where one topic becomes highly visible for
a period and is then replaced by another (Participant 2, 05:54; 09:14). These shifts are linked to
recent interaction but are not described as stable over time. This can be understood as the
algorithmic folk theory “My Feed Comes in Waves”. Participants understand the FYP as changing
through temporary patterns, where content is not only repeated but also expanded and replaced
through shifting cycles.

Overall, participants describe ways they perceive the algorithm to operate beyond their
understanding of how content is selected, such as the algorithm expanding on familiar topics and
content coming in waves.

Uncertainty and opacity

Participants repeatedly encounter situations where they are unable to explain why certain content
appears on their feed. This uncertainty persists even among participants who otherwise express
clear ideas about how the algorithm works. While they describe mechanisms such as engagement
or search with confidence, these explanations do not account for all instances of content, leading to
moments where participants explicitly state that they “don’t know” (Participant 6, 08:09; Participant
3, 10:03; Participant 1, 26:00) or “have no idea” (Participant 5, Diary Day 1-Screenshot 2) why
something appears:

“I of course still have some content where I'm not sure why | would be seeing this necessarily”
(Participant 4, 11:22).

“Yeah, question sometimes like what am | watching? Why am | seeing this?” (Participant 7, 35:40).

This pattern of uncertainty is encountered in instances where there is a disruption of the expected
link between recent interaction and current content. When explanations based on engagement are
not sufficient, participants sometimes shift to alternative explanations. These include references to
“an odd coincidence” (Participant 6, Diary Day 2-Screenshot 2) or stating that “some things are
coincidental... | cannot make sense of it” (Participant 6, 26:38).

Overall, participants combine relatively stable explanations of how the feed works with repeated
instances of uncertainty. While engagement-based explanations are consistently used, they do not
account for all content, leading to moments where participants explicitly state that they cannot
explain why something appears.
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6.2.2 Theme 2: Sense of Agency vs Lack of Control

Sense of Agency vs Lack of Control

Control strategies

Intentional feed

construction Critical evaluation of TikTok

Perceived agency

Figure 4: Thematic Map of Theme 2

Theme 2 is centred around the Sense of Agency and Lack of control — two seemingly contradictory
concepts, which, in reality, overlap. Participants often feel a sense of perceived control over their
behaviour, but also feel that they are not fully in control of what they are shown, analysed in
Perceived Agency. They also vary in how intentional they are about personalizing what content they
want to see more of, and what content they don't want to see, elaborated in Intentional feed
construction and Control strategies. Finally, participants are not just reflective of the internal
mechanisms of the platform, but also take a step back to be critical and evaluate the bigger picture
of TikTok analysed in Critical evaluation of TikTok.

Perceived agency

Participants describe themselves as having some degree of control over their TikTok experience, but
this control is consistently limited to their own behaviour rather than the system itself. Here, agency
is framed in terms of how participants respond to the content once it appears, and not how that
content is initially selected. This distinction is expressed clearly by participants. For example, one
participant emphasises control over her own actions:

"to some extent | can't control what's coming in there by what | usually engage with. But why I'm
saying I'm 100% in control is because nobody is forcing me to watch a video. Nobody is forcing me
to share it. Nobody is forcing me to like it" (Participant 3, 33:37)

Similarly, another explains that while she cannot control what content appears, she can control her
actions and whether to engage with the video or not:

"l guess it goes both ways. | do think that I'm not in control of what is being presented to me, butam
in control and choosing what | want to see. So | just decide if | will engage with it or not, and then |
guess it adjusts” (Participant 2, 09:58)

Notably, participants often describe control in partial terms, using expressions such as “to some
extent” (Participant 3, 33:37) or “it goes both ways” (Participant 2, 09:58). In several cases, they
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explain their perceived level of control through numerical estimations. For example, one participant
estimates being 60% in control, explaining that a large portion of her feed reflects content she has
actively engaged with, while the remaining 40% consists of content she does not feel able to
influence, such as unwanted war-related videos or content she had not previously interacted with
(Participant 1, 41:15-41:44). Similarly, another participant approximates her level of control at
“maybe 50%”, describing how the other 50% are not in her control because TikTok “Is pushing
content that [she’s] not aware of, that [she’s] never seen” (Participant5, 29:21-29:57).

A clear distinction emerges between control over their behaviour and control over what they are
shown. Participants describe themselves as able to decide how they interact with content, while not
controlling what content is presented to them in the first place. Agency is therefore experienced as
partial and constrained by system.

Intentional feed construction

Participants describe the FYP not simply as something they react to, but as something they can
actively shape over time. However, they differ significantly in how actively they attemptto shape their
feed, ranging from highly intentional to largely passive.

Firstly, some participants interact with the algorithm very deliberately and intentionally in order to
gradually align the feed with their personal interests, humour, aesthetics, values, relationships, or
current life situations. Participants describe this process using active language such as “building”
the algorithm or shaping the feed “to [their] liking” (Participant 2, 03:56). Participant 2 is the clearest
example of long-term feed construction, as she sees her FYP as the outcome of years of deliberate
interaction:

"I think I've spent six years building my algorithm, so | think it's very much up to my liking, and | don't
necessarily find any content that I find disturbing or | dislike" (Participant 2, 03:56).

Participant 1 also describes the feed as something that developed over time:

"It takes a lot of time for TikTok to understand what you want to engage with. So, like, mainly I've built
my FYP to show me more...of the stuff that | like" (Participant 1, 41:29),

though more fragile, as unwanted content can still enter:

"I did not feel so much in control because [ still saw content that | didn't want to see. But also, | think
about FYP is about how you build it. And it takes a lot of time" (Participant 1, 41:15).

While Participants 1 and 2 choose to be more active and involved in managing their feed, other
participants describe a more passive approach, notin the sense of alack of knowledge or awareness,
butin willingness to invest effort. One participant, for example, explains that it is "too much effort for
no reason” to make the feed more specific (Participant 7, 42:56).
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Overall, participants describe intentional feed construction as something that is possible but
unevenly practiced. While some actively shape their feed over time, others engage with this process
only selectively.

Control strategies

Closely related to the intentionality behind what participants want to see on their FYP are the
strategies they use to manage and influence what appeared (or did not appear) on their feed. These
include low-effort control strategies such as scrolling quickly, avoiding likes, comments or saves, or
more pronounced strategies such as pressing “not interested”, deleting likes, avoiding certain
searches, and in more extreme cases deleting or restricting the app. These can depend both on the
participant, but also on the type of content that needs to be limited.

Low-effort strategies such as scrolling away and choosing not to engage with the content are the
most common form of control. Participants often manage unwanted content by disengaging from it
rather than actively using more formal platform tools. These actions dominate even when
participants are aware of more effective strategies. For example, Participant 2 explains that when
she sees content she does not want to engage with, she would “acknowledge it for a second” and
then “just scroll” (Participant 2, 08:38). Similarly, Participant 3 says, “/just like scroll because | don't
want to be exposed to that” (Participant 3, 10:54), while Participant 4 explains that “if it's a negative
thing or something that triggers [her], then [she] just scroll[s] way quicker” (Participant 4, 08:00).
Furthermore, participants also describe avoiding liking, saving, sharing, following, or spending less
time on content they do not want to see more of as a way of managing the feed. For example,
Participant 2 explains that she is “very intentional” with these actions and will avoid them entirely if
she does not want similar content to reappear (Participant 2, 08:03). In this way, control is not only
about removing content but also about avoiding signals that could lead to more of it.

At the same time, participants also refer to stronger or more explicit control strategies, particularly
when unwanted content becomes persistent or emotionally difficult. Features such as pressing “not
interested” are used selectively across participants, often after softer or low-effort strategies fail.
Participant 1 explains that she uses the feature when she “really, really [doesn’t] want to see this
thing anymore” (Participant 1, 17:46). Participant 4 and 5 also describe using this feature when
seeing a perspective they are not interested in (Participant 4, 12:36; Participant 5, 09:28). In these
cases, platform tools appear as secondary strategies rather than first responses.

Control strategies are also closely tied to emotional reactions. Participants appear to be more likely
to act when content becomes negative, triggering, overwhelming, or mentally harmful. Participant 3
describes skipping certain videos because too many of them make her feel depressed (Participant
3, 21:26), while Participant 4 usually scrolls away from content that is triggering (Participant 4, 12:40).
Participant 1 explains eventually she has “chosen to restrict [herself] from TikTok exactly because it
kept on showing [her] this type of ‘war’ content” (Diary Day 1-Screenshot 2) and deleting TikTok
because war-related content was “starting to really actually affect” her (P1, 24:38). This example
shows that stronger forms of control strategies are often triggered not by irrelevance alone, but by
emotional impact.
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The perceived effectiveness of these strategies varies across participants. Participant 4 describes
“scrolling away or saying that I’m not interested... works pretty well” (35:13), saying that after using
these strategies, she does notreally get that type of content anymore (Participant 4, 31:23). However,
other participants describe these strategies as less effective as they were exposed to unwanted
content despite attempts to avoid it. Participant 1 explains that even after avoiding likes, skipping
quickly, and pressing “not interested”, the content still appears: “it still shows even though | do not
want to see it” (Participant 1, 24:53). Similarly, Participant 6 describes receiving content she would
never search for even after scrolling past it before (Diary Day 2-Screenshot 1), while Participant 5
describes certain videos as being “everywhere” despite attempts to remove them (Participant 5,
28:07).

Overall, participants tend to use softer control strategies first, especially scrolling away or avoiding
engagement. Stronger strategies, such as pressing “not interested”, restricting the app, or deleting
the app, appear when content becomes not only irrelevant but also persistent or emotionally

triggering.

Critical evaluation of TikTok

Beyond participants’ perceptions of control and lack of control within TikTok, this code turns to how
they evaluate the platform more broadly through a range of critical reflections. They often show
strong awareness of the negative aspects of TikTok use, highlighting its addictive and time-
consuming nature and negative emotional effects. Common critiques include doomscrolling,
reduced attention span, information overload, emotional manipulation, ads, and the feeling of
wasting time. At the same time, TikTok is also described as entertaining, informative, and useful,
creating a sense of tension and ambivalence in how the platform is seen.

The criticisms coexist with continued use - participants recognise the negative aspects, but this
awareness does not consistently lead to reduced use. On the contrary, participants often described
staying on TikTok longer than intended or continuing to use it out of habit. For example, one
participant describes TikTok as a “brain rot” and notes feeling “very much connected to [her] phone”
(Participant 1, 02:21), while also acknowledging that it occupied a lot of her time (Participant 1,
02:38). Similarly, another participant reflects that TikTok “just kind of became a habit that just makes
[her] use [her] phone more and more” (Participant 3, 35:48), while still describing the platform as fun
and informative.

In this sense, participants say the app becomes a habit through daily use (Participant 2, 29:36),
another one explains that “you don’t really realize how much time you spend on it... time just flies by”
(Participant 4, 01:57), while another describes getting “caught in a loop” (P7, 40:33) where content
continues endlessly and “you just really get hypnotized” (Participant 6, 39:17). TikTok use is also
described as a “mini addiction” when Participant 7 explains not being able to stick to shorter session
duration (Participant 7, 40:14).
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These perceptions are both reflected in and nuanced by participants’ self-reported usage patterns.
While some participants describe relatively limited daily use, such as five minutes (Participant 6,
03:17) or 10 minutes to half an hour (Participant 7, 01:43), most report more extended and consistent
engagement, including an hour per day (Participant 2, 03:46) or up to two hours when sessions are
combined (Participant 3, 02:03). In more extreme cases, one participant describes using TikTok
“every single day for at least three hours... for years” (Participant 1, 01:34).

Participants also point to platform features and dynamics that contribute to these addictive
experiences. Several describe TikTok as overwhelming because of the constant flow and variety of
information. Participants explain that TikTok involves “always consuming some type of information”
(Participant 1, 03:29) and leads to “a bunch of information flowing in your head”, which negatively
affects concentration and attention span (Participant 1, 45:04). Another describes the amount of
information as overwhelming and confusing because it becomes difficult to evaluate what is true or
reliable (Participant 6, 38:24). This sense of overload is further reinforced by the volume and diversity
of content, where “everything... is trying to compete for your attention” (Participant 6, 39:17) and the
fact that TikTok makes you “want to open the app and see more and more and it shows you more”
(Participant 1, 11:36). Inthis way, reflections are directed at the overall flow and intensity of content,
rather than individual videos.

A common pattern across participants is that critical reflection often emerges more strongly when
they step back and reflect on their usage rather than during use itself. Participants mentioned
becoming more reflective and critical when discussing their experiences during the interviews and
diaries. One participant explicitly notes that the process made her “more analytical slash critical” of
her FYP (Participant 3, 36:32), while another explains that the diary helped her understand “what
TikTok is kind of doing to [her]” (Participant 6, 40:14).

Overall, participants perception of TikTok is complex and not straightforward. Even though it is
criticized for being addictive, time-consuming and overwhelming at times, it is also experienced as
entertaining, informative, and useful and remains integrated into everyday routines.

6.2.3 Theme 3: Relatability, Validation, and Belonging

Relatability, Validation and Belonging

Values and identity
positioning
Identity Connection

Social Connection Relatability

Figure 5: Thematic Map of Theme 3
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Theme 3 combines codes related to Relatability, Validation and Belonging. More specifically, it
includes commonalities across participants relating to the relatability of the content participants
encounter on TikTok (Relatability), the connection of that content to aspects of who they are, how
they think about themselves, other people, and who they might want to become (ldentity
Connection), validation through recognition of shared experiences and uncertainty (Validation),
feeling part of groups or communities based on shared experiences (Belonging), exchanging and
sharing videos to maintain relationships (Social connection) or evaluating content based on whether
it aligns with what they believe is right (Values and ldentity positioning).

Relatability

Participants frequently describe TikTok content as relatable, often linking it to their current life
situations, friendships, shared experiences, thoughts, hobbies, travel, humour or routines.

For many participants, relatability is described as more generally tied to their current life context. For
example, one participant describes content as “very relatable to where [she is] right now in [her] life”
(Participant 2, 21:30), while another explains that TikTok gives her something she can relate to
(Participant 4, 07:04). Relatability can also be connected to their friendships or shared experiences:

"it reminds me of my friends, and it is exactly something that we could do” (Participant 5, Diary Day
2-Screenshot 2).

Additionally, participants feel the content is relatable when it aligns with their interests or ongoing
thoughts, for example, when a video reflects “a topic [she's] been thinking about lately” (Participant
3, Diary Day 3-Screenshot 1).

Participants also distinguish clearly between relatable and non-relatable content, often describing
non-relevant videos as “out of the ordinary” (Participant 6, 09:45) or not aligned with their current
interests (Participant 4, Diary Day 2). In this way, relatability functions as a key criterion for evaluating
content. Relatable contentis also more likely to be enjoyed, remembered, or shared. One participant
explicitly states that relatability is the reason she keeps on using the app (Participant 4, 07:04).
Similarly, Participant 2, who describes her feed as “exactly to [her] liking” (Participant 2, Diary Day
4-Screenshot 2) explains that seeing aligned content makes her happy because it allows her to keep
learning about things she is already interested in (Participant 2, 25:48). Other participants describe
sending relatable videos to friends or family because they reflect shared experiences or humour
(Participant 2; Participant 4; Participant 5). In contrast, content described as random or unrelated to
current interests is often dismissed more quickly (Participant 4; Participant 6).

Overall, participants describe relatability as an important aspect of TikTok, shaping both how
contentis perceived and whether it is considered worth engaging with.

Identity connection
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Participants describe TikTok content not only as something relatable, but also as something that
reflects aspects of who they are, how they think about themselves, other people, and who they might
want to become, creating a connection between the feed and participants’ sense of self.

For some, this connection is linked to current identities and life situations. One participant explains
that her feed reflects being “a woman in a heterosexual relationship, a student, and someone with
long-distance friendships (Participant 2, 21:30). Others connect content to their personal humour
(Participant 2, Diary Day 1-Screenshot 1) or personality traits or self-perception “that is very much
me” (Participant 4, 21:36).

In some cases, they use content to express and confirm aspects of their identity to themselves and
others. One participant describes reposting content that reflects her humour, explaining that when
she shares something funny, it reinforces a sense of “/ am funny” (Participant 3, 04:35; 41:05). In
these cases, participants describe TikTok as reflecting recognisable aspects of themselves, their
identity and their everyday experiences.

At the same time, participants also relate to aspirational or imagined versions of themselves. For
example, Participant 1 frequently compares herself to professional figure skaters, acknowledging
that this is not who she is yet, as her “current level is not something comparable to those people”
(Participant 1, 08:22). However, the people in the video represent who she wants to be and the
abilities she hopes to achieve (Participant 1, 08:22) describing the content as very inspiiring rather
than discouraging (Participant 1, 04:41; 06:54). Similarly, Participant 4 describes content as
representing someone she is slowly becoming rather thanwho she currently is (Participant 4, 14:52).
These cases exemplify how content becomes connected not only to current identity, but also to
future or desired selves.

Participants also connect their identity to the creators of the videos, particularly when creators
appear emotionally authentic, relatable, or similar to them. One participant explains feeling
connected to creators who “seem very human” and empathetic (Participant 3, 17:19), while another
describes feeling similar to a creator because they share an unusual interest or way of seeing the
world (Participant 5, 15:54). Participants sometimes describe this connection collectively, using
expressions such as “we’re in this together” (Participant 3, 21:10), “we see it the same way”
(Participant 3, 15:18) or referring to shared aspects with the creator around hobbies such as figure
skating (Participant 1), struggles around medication (Participant 6), or hopes and dreams to pass
exams (Participant 2).

This connection is often partial, with participants emphasising that they relate to specific aspects
rather than the whole person. For example, one participant explains that she knows the creator “in
one part”, highlighting that the connection is limited to a shared interest rather than the creator as a
whole (Participant 5, 15:54). Similarly, another one notes that their connection is based on specific
qualities or content, rather than a broader understanding of the person (Participant 1, 09:21).

However, participants also actively distance themselves from creators that they do not feel truly
connected to. For example, Participant 7 repeatedly distinguishes between finding content relevant
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and actually feeling connected to the creator, emphasizing that they “do not know” the person
behind the content (Participant 7, 17:38). In these cases, participants separate enjoying or relating
to content from identifying with the creator personally.

Overall, identity connection emerges as a dynamic process in which participants continuously use
content to position themselves in relation to others, reflecting on whether content represents who
they are, who they are becoming, or who they are not.

Validation

Participants often describe TikTok content as validating their experiences, emotions, or ways of
thinking. Even without direct interaction with creators or other users, seeing content that aligns with
their feelings or experiences often creates a sense of being understood, reassured, or less alone.

One participant explains that content from other young women creates the feeling of being “seen...

notalone... someone in this world experienced this exact same thing” (Participant 3, 16:34). Similarly,
another participant describes relatable content as reassuring because it shows that “other people...

have similar traits like you do” and can still “live a nice happy life” (Participant 4, 24:15). She also

expressed how “a lot of other people [are] experiencing the same struggles” (Participant 4, 03:29) or
that others “felt the same way” (Participant 4, 17:57). In these cases, validation emerges through

recognition of shared experiences or traits.

Beyond this general sense of shared experience, validation is particularly strong when participants
encounter content that reflects more specific or less common aspects of their lives. For example,
one participant describes feeling reassured when seeing others enjoy something “not very usual,”
explaining that it makes her feel “not alone in the way [she] see[s] the world” (Participant 5, 14:23;
16:48). Another participant explicitly describes using TikTok to seek reassurance about medication,
noting that seeing others’ experiences makes her “feel a bit better about [her] journey” (Participant
6, 19:14). Here, validation functions as confirmation in situations where participants may otherwise
feel uncertain or alone.

Validation is also connected to shared perspectives and opinions. Participants describe moments
where seeing similar reactions or perspectives leads them to feel that their own views are justified
where content “felt like truth” (Participant 7, 28:12), represent how they feel (Participant 2, 15:26),
or made them feel that somebody gets them (Participant 3, 21:10). Seeing others think the same way
leads another participant to conclude that “maybe [she’s] right” (Participant 5, 23:26). She also
describes reading comments to understand “what’s [her] position in the society” and to see whether
other people feel like her about the content (Participant 5, 07:29). In these cases, TikTok functions
as a form of reference point, that participants can use to compare and validate their own personal
beliefs.

Overall, participants feel validated through recognition of shared experiences, confirmation in
situations where they may otherwise feel uncertain orisolated or areference point, that they can use
to compare and validate their own opinions.
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Belonging

Participants describe TikTok as creating a sense of belonging by making them feel part of groups or
communities based on shared interests. However, this sense of belonging is not tied to direct
communication or interaction, it is rather passive and impersonal and something that emerges
through watching content from a distance.

One participant describes feeling part of a “community of figure skaters” where they “share the same
goals” (Participant 1, 09:50), while another explains that the content “makes [her] feel like [she’s]
part of a community” connected to her current life situation (Participant 2, 20:59). Others express
this more broadly as a collective experience, describing moments where “we’re in this together”
(Participant 3, 21:10) or as “a feeling of belonging” based on similarity (Participant 4, 08:12).

However, while TikTok can create something “close to a community feeling, at the same time it's very
impersonal because it's just TikTok creators” (Participant 6, 20:15).

Overall, for some, belonging is experienced as a sense of being part of a community through shared
interests, while for others, TikTok is a space that is rather passive, impersonal and distanced.

Social connection

Social connection on TikTok is described by participants through both sharing videos with friends
and family and feeling more connected to the world, rather than through public interaction on the
platform itself. Content is often sent privately because it reminds the participants of their
relationships and is used to maintain friendships, share humour, and reference shared experiences.

Participants frequently describe sharing videos with their friends and family that “feel like us”,

2« » o«

"reflect us", commonly using collective language in the form of “us”, “we”, “our”. One participant
explains that she often sends her friends videos that made her think of them or suggests activities by
saying “this could be like us” (Participant 2, 14:05; 14:29). Another participant explains that
exchanging TikTok videos has become “one part of the friendship” (Participant 5, 06:05), while
another refers to sending TikToks daily to maintain streaks (Participant 3, 03:08; 38:55). Similarly,
others describe sharing contentthat reflects inside jokes, family dynamics, or common experiences,
such as “laughing at our own weird things” (Participant 4, 25:56). In these cases, TikTok is used to
reinforce existing relationships rather than create new ones and becomes part of maintaining

everyday relationships and social closeness with both friends and family.

At the same time, the depth of social connection on TikTok varies across participants. While some
actively use sharing to stay connected, others describe using the platform more individually. For
example, one participant explains that she is “not sharing with anybody” and uses it mainly for
entertainment (Participant 7, 05:26).

Some participants also describe TikTok as creating a broader sense of connection to the world,
culture, or current events. For example, Participant 5 explains that watching videos from different
countries makes her feel “more connected to what’s going on” (Participant 5, 18:12), while
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Participant 3 notes that TikTok helps her learn more about global events through firsthand
perspectives (Participant 3, 26:00).

Overall, TikTok supports social connection primarily through sharing content and maintaining
existing relationships, while also creating a more indirect sense of connection to the world.

Values and identity positioning

Participants describe TikTok content as something that both reflects and reinforces their personal
values, identity and moral positioning. Participants frequently evaluate content not only in terms of
whether it is interesting or relatable, but also whether it aligns with what they believe is right, both in
terms of their values but also in how they position themselves socially and morally. This positioning
occurs both through alignment with content they agree with and through rejection of content that
conflicts with their beliefs.

Often participants claimed that content "reflects my values and standpoints" (Participant 3, Diary
Day 5-Screenshot 1), “reflects and feels very relatable with my overall beliefs” (Participant 2, 28:30)
and “reflects how I currently see the social, political, and economic context of the world" (Participant
3, Diary Day 1-Screenshot 1). Overall, participants connect content to broader beliefs around
politics, relationships, empathy, “human decency”, or social issues (Participant 1; Participant 3;
Participant 4; Participant 5).

Atthe same time, participants also describe TikTok as a space where these values and positions can
be questioned and reflected upon. For example, one participant explains that she “do[es] like to
question [herself] from time to time” and reflect on whether “what [she's] standing for is the right
thing to stand for right now” (Participant 3, 24:08). Similarly, another participant describes reading
comments to understand “what’s [her] position in the society” and whether “people feel like [her]
about the content” (Participant 5, 07:29). In some cases, participants describe moments where
content briefly makes them reconsider their views, such aswhen one participant reflects thatavideo
“made [her] reflect on [herself] and maybe that [she’s] not right about [her] opinion” (Participant 5,
18:58). These examples show that TikTok can encourage reflection and comparison with others’
perspectives.

However, participants also show more firmly established identity positioning on some topics. They
frequently express their identity positioning more strongly when encountering content that conflicts
with their beliefs. This is especially visible in reactions to political content, hateful comments, or
behaviour perceived as selfish, entitled, or inhumane (Participant 1; Participant 3; Participant 4;
Participant 7). In these cases, content does not lead to questioning or changing certain opinions or
behaviours, but to reaffirming and reinforcing participants’ own existing beliefs, core values, and
identity positioning. One participant explains that certain political content “cannot really change
[her] mind about anything” because her mind “is very made up” (Participant 4, 30:02; 30:26).
Similarly, another participant states that while TikTok made her reflect on her “own values and the
values of [her] family”, she still holds a very strong opinion and is “not flexible to change it”
(Participant 5, 21:57). Participant 3 also strongly rejects certain viewpoints, explaining that she
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“would never justify values such as war” (Participant 3, 31:38), felt “enraged” by far-right content
(Participant 3, Diary Day 4-Screenshot 2), and sometimes even watches such videos “just to remind
[herself she is] lucky to not be like that” (Participant 3, Diary Day 4-Screenshot 2). In this way,
participants disagree with content that conflicts with their values, while the act of disagreeing further
reinforces their identity positioning.

Sometimes content triggers broader value or moral issues related to hate or helping others. In this
sense, participants express their values through the ways they choose to engage with content and
interpret the reactions of others. For example, one participant explains that she often helps out
creators dealing with illnesses such as cancer by commenting on their videos that ask users to
engage in order to financially support them (Participant 3, 05:24). This reflects her desire to act in
line with values of empathy and support, even though she also recognises that it might not be
legitimate. Another participant describes how hateful comments can affect her own stance toward
content. Even when disagreeing with a video, she explains that seeing excessive hate comments
targeting the creator, makes her choose “the side of the creator” because she doesn’t “like when
people are hating the others in the comments” (Participant 5, 07:53). These cases show that
participants’ values play a role not only in evaluating the content itself, but also what their own
reactions and engagement say about the type of person they are.

Overall, participants describe TikTok content as both reflecting and reinforcing their personalvalues,
beliefs, and identity positioning. While some content encourages reflection and reconsideration of
theirviews, participants more often describe disagreeing with conflicting content in ways that further
reinforce their existing values and identity positioning.

6.2.4 Theme 4: Repetition, Trends and Social Norms

Repetition, Trends and Social Norms

Algorithmic
amplification

Repetition of
content

Figure 6: Thematic Map of Theme 4

Theme 4 is focused around Repetition, Trends and Social Norms. Participants often experience
seeing similar content (Repetition of content), being introduced to new content (Algorithmic
amplification) and norms, desirability and acceptance, inferred gradually through repeated
exposure and popularity (Norms and expectations). The three codes that constitute this theme
would be presented below.
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Repetition of content

Participants often describe their FYP as characterised by recurring themes, topics and creators.
Repetition is often connected to prior engagement, where interacting with certain content leads to
more of the same type of videos (Participant 1; Participant 2; Participant 6). Participants describe
repeated content around hobbies, travel, politics, health, sports, aesthetics, or specific creators.
Participant 1 explains that her feed is “full of figure skating all the time” (Participant 1, 05:20).
Similarly, Participant 2 describes TikTok as continuously giving her “the same type of content”
depending on what she engages with (Participant 2, 09:14), explaining that “once | am on a certain
topic it keeps on suggesting videos of similar content” (Participant 2, Diary Day 1). Participant 6
states that she mainly receives “3 types of content on repeat” connected to the main topics in her
life (Participant 6, Day 6), while Participant 7 explains that TikTok “mostly shows the things [she has]
seen before on similar themes” with only “one out of the hundred videos” being something
unexpected (Participant 7, 33:03).

Repetition is experienced both positively and negatively depending on the type of content being
repeated. In some cases, participants describe repetition as enjoyable, useful, or reinforcing existing
interests. For example, Participant 1 describes feeling really happy to see repeated figure skating
content (Participant 1, 35:51) as it is motivating and connected to improving her own skating skills:
“the more | look at figure skating videos, the better | become on the ice” (Participant 1, 04:41).
Repetition is also described as increasing trust and credibility, especially when similar
recommendations appear across multiple creators. Participant 7 explains that if “a lot of creators”
recommend the same place, thenit feels like “actually a good place” because “the more people are
suggesting [it], the better” (15:42-16:26).

However, repeated exposure is also described as overwhelming, emotionally draining, or difficult to
escape. Participant 1 describes negative content repeatedly “showing and showing and showing”
untilitfeels like “getting into kind of like a hole where you cannot escape” (Participant 1, 21:05), while
Participant 6 explains that TikTok “fed more and more and more into the type of content that it gave
[her]” (37:49) describing health and medication-related content becoming excessive and repetitive
over time (Participant 6, Diary Day 3). Other participants describe boredom, frustration, or feeling
“stuck” seeing the same topics repeatedly (Participant 5; Participant 7). For example, Participant 3
explains that while “one or two videos are fine,” repeated exposure to certain topics “at some point...
just makes [her] feel depressed” (21:26). Similarly, Participant 7 questions why “the same video
comes again” and describes receiving “everything in one go” (41:27).

Participants become most aware of repetition and content homogeneity when something does not
fit their usual feed. Opposing political views, unfamiliar topics, or random content stand out
precisely because they interrupt the otherwise consistent alignment. For example, Participant 3
describes some political videos as unusual because she usually receives “the opposite on [her] fyp”
(P3, Diary Day 4). Similarly, Participant 5 highlights certain videos as unexpected because they were
“something [she has] never seen” and “unusual” for her feed (P5, Diary Day 1-Screenshot 1).
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Overall, participants experience repetition as a central characteristic of TikTok’s feed. While
repeated exposure can strengthen interests, trust, usefulness, or enjoyment, it can also create
feelings of boredom, emotional overload, or being trapped within recurring content.

Algorithmic amplification

Participants frequently distinguish between content shown because of their own engagement and
content shown because certain topics, trends, or formats are broadly popular on the platform,
describing “one part of TikTok” as consisting of content they personally engage with, while “the other
part is like the popular things, the trendy things” (Participant 1, 29:11). In this code, the focus is
therefore on content participants perceive as being pushed beyond their own individual preferences.
Participant 1 explains that videos with “a lot of likes and a lot of people watching them currently” are
shown because TikTok wants users to feel that “you also need to see that” (Participant 1, 26:00).

One of the clearest forms of amplification participants describe relates to political and news-related
content. Several participants perceive TikTok as strongly pushing major political events, conflicts, or
globally discussed topics regardless of their personal interest on the topic. Participant 1 explains
that TikTok repeatedly shows war-related content even though she wants to see content that makes
her relax (Participant 1, 26:00), describing how the platform “moves from conflict to conflict” almost
asif “it's atrend that it has to show you” (Participant 1, 28:29). She also notes that TikTok often shows
unwanted US news, because itis “a very US centred platform” (Participant 1, Diary Day 5-Screenshot
2), while at the same time recognizing that:

“The news about the ongoing conflict are everywhere right now and TikTok spreads them in the
fastest way so they reach many people” (Participant 1, Diary Day 1-Screenshot 2).

Similarly, Participant 2 states that when something has happened politically, TikTok prioritizes that
content over “something very niche” because it pushes what has been “mostly interacted with”
(Participant 2, 30:39). Participant 3 also describes receiving political content very often, particularly
around Palestine and events in the US (Participant 3, 22:39), explaining that even if TikTok pushes
this type of content, she thinks that’s good because she is interested in those topics (Participant 3,
23:27). Participant 4 also noticed that Hungarian political content became much more visible during
election periods (Participant 4, 27:43), while Participant 7 describes political news as being “blown
up to the size of something” in order to keep users interested for longer periods of time (Participant
7,07:06).

Participants also associate amplification with entertainment trends, viral aesthetics, and media
releases. Forexample, Participant 1 explains how “the typicalvideos | see daily were the same today,
but it was mainly filled with figure skating since now it is the world championships” (Diary Day 3).
Similarly, Participant 4 notes seeing a lot of content related to series or reality shows whenever they
become popular or appear in the news (Participant 4, 06:35), while her diary entries describe “lot of
Harry Potter content due to the new releases of the pictures from the first season” (Diary Day 1).

Another form of amplification participants describe relates to advertisements, products, and
commercial content. Participant 6 explains that TikTok gradually shifted from showing informational
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content about medication to increasingly visible skincare brands and products, describing this as
TikTok “advertising to [her] even though [she hasn’t] paid attention or seen anything saying this is an
ad” (Participant 6, 18:12). Similarly Participant 2 claims that she skips "a lot of ads like the second
[she] catch[es] that it's an ad " (Participant 2, 07:18)

This code, therefore, points to the Algorithmic Folk Theory “Suddenly Everyone Had It on Their FYP.”
Unlike the Algorithmic Folk Theories connected to personal engagement, this explanation is about
broader platform dynamics. Participants understand some content as appearing not because it
reflects their own interests, but because TikTok is pushing something that is popular, trending, or
widely interacted with at that moment. In this way, the FYP is understood as both personalized and
platform-driven, where individual engagement matters, but does not explain everything participants
encounter. Overall, across political news, entertainment trends, and commercial content,
participants perceived TikTok as strongly amplifying certain topics, events, and products often
regardless of personal interest.

Norms and expectations

Participants frequently describe TikTok content as implicitly suggesting how people should behave,
look, live, consume, or think. These norms are rarely experienced as explicit instructions. Instead,
participants describe them as patterns that emerge gradually through repeated exposure to similar
content, trends, aesthetics, or creator behaviour. Across the data, participants refer to expectations
around fashion, relationships, productivity, health, lifestyle, fitness, food, travel, and everyday
behaviour.

Throughout the interviews and digital diaries, participants frequently describe videos as
communicating ideas about how people should think or act. In some cases, these suggestions are
experienced positively. Participant 2 describes content acting as “a reminder to enjoy small things
with your loved ones” (Diary Day 2-Screenshot 2), while Participant 4 explains that some videos
make her feel she “should take life a little bit less serious sometimes” (Participant 4, 14:16) and that
“it is okay to make mistakes” (Diary Day 5-Screenshot 1). Similarly, Participant 4 describes content
suggesting that “it is okay to eat food and fuel properly” (Diary Day 5-Screenshot 2), and another
video that “people should consider adopting before buying” pets (Diary Day 4-Screenshot 1).
Participant 3 notes that some videos suggest “people should be more aware and empathetic with
what’s going on around us” (Diary Day 4-Screenshot 2).

At the same time, participants also describe suggestive content more critically, particularly when it
promotes ideals around appearance, productivity, self-improvement, or consumption. Participant 1
explains that TikTok trends can create pressure to buy certain things or “fit some standards” shown
on the platform (Participant 1, 33:53). Participant 4 explains that TikTok communicates messages
such as “you should be working out like this, you should be eating like this, you should be looking like
this” (Participant 4, 15:25). Participant 7 describes productivity-oriented lifestyle content where “life
seems too perfect”, creating the feeling that her “life should be different” (Participant 7, 22:49).
Similarly, Participant 3 reflects that TikTok can create expectations about life progress, making her
feel like she is not where she is “supposed to be in life” when seeing people her age earning more
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money or already owning homes (Participant 3, 19:08). Participant 6 also describes health and
lifestyle content suggesting there are “better ways of doing certain things and healthier ways and you
have been doing it wrong” (Participant 6, 27:24). One of the participants also mentions content
suggesting norms around dating:

“young people are expected to use dating apps” (Participant 3, Diary Day 2-Screenshot 2)

Participants additionally describe how repeated exposure makes certain behaviours, aesthetics,
products, or opinions gradually feel more familiar, acceptable, or socially expected. Rather than
changing opinions immediately, repetition slowly shifts their perceptions over time. Participant 5
explains that after repeatedly seeing certain content, she becomes used to the content, and it starts
to feel “very normal” (Participant 5, 29:39). Repetition can reinforce motivating or supportive ideas,
such as Participant 1 describing sports-related content encouraging people to “never give up” and
“give their best” (Participant 1, Diary Day 3-Screenshot 2), or Participant 4 explaining that repeatedly
seeing positive thoughts can function as “a good reminder” in everyday life (Participant 4, 18:56).

Through repetition, popularity itself becomes a sighal of desirability. Participants frequently
interpret highly visible, repeated, or engaged-with content as desired. In this way, popularity
becomes a cue for whatis considered normal, trendy, successful, or culturally valued. Participant 1
describes this most clearly in relation to fashion, music, and lifestyle trends, explaining that
repeated exposure changes how content is perceived over time:

“Before I would be like, no, | would never wear something like that. But then you see it on TikTok, and
then people keep on wearing that” (Participant 1, 32:28).

Similarly, she explains that songs or aesthetics initially perceived negatively begin to feel desirable
simply because they repeatedly appear on the platform: “then you keep on hearing it on TikTok. And
then I'm like, oh, that's very cool” (Participant 1, 32:47). This repeated visibility also creates some
sort of pressure to participate in trends in order to fit socially accepted standards, as she describes
feeling that if she doesn't “wear this now or ... have this now, then I'm not cool” (Participant 1, 34:34).

Participants also describe becominginterested in content simply because it repeatedly appears and
seems widely consumed by others. For example, Participant 5 explains that she initially disliked
videos of people cleaning very dirty rooms, but after repeatedly encountering them, she began
engaging with them more: “somehow, | don't know why, but it was satisfying and | started watching
more of this” (Participant 5, 11:04). Similarly, Participant 4 explains that “lately it has been very
popular where people promote running marathons” and after constantly seeing marathon and
Ironman-related content, these lifestyles started to feel “normal to do” despite recognizing they are
“very time consuming and expensive”, leading to the feeling that “maybe [she's] not doing enough”
(Participant 4, 34:22).

Participantsrarely describe TikTok as directly and explicitly setting norms and expectations. Instead,
norms are inferred gradually through repetition, popularity, and recurring representations of what
appears healthy, successful, attractive, productive, or socially accepted.
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6.2.5 Theme 5: Influence on Emotions, Behaviour, and Identity

Influence on Emotions, Behavior and Identity

Emotional Influence

Critical evaluation
of content

Awareness of Influence

Behavioral Influence

Figure 7: Thematic Map of Theme 5

Theme 5 focuses on Emotional Influence, Behavioural Influence, Cognitive Influence, Awareness of
Influence and Critical Evaluation of Content. Participants often describe experiencing both positive
and negative emotionalinfluence of the content they encounter (Emotional Influence). TikTok is also
often used as a source of practical inspiration, where content related to recipes, tips and travel
recommendations is saved for future use (Behavioural Influence), as well as a source of information
that introduces new topics and prompts reflection (Cognitive Influence). Participants demonstrate
a strong awareness that TikTok influences their thinking and behaviour, even when they critically
reflect on that influence (Awareness of Influence). They are also frequently critical toward TikTok
content, questioning its accuracy, intent, reliability, or emotional effects (Critical Evaluation of
Content).

Emotional influence

Participants frequently describe TikTok content as influencing their emotions, and triggering
reactions such as inspiration, comfort, anxiety, sadness, anger, frustration, or emotional overwhelm.
These emotions are often related to the mood the participantis already in before watching the videos,
or the sensitivity of the content itself in the moment.

Several participants describe strong negative emotional reactions to certain topics. Participant 1
explains that sad or overthinking-related videos “would actually affect [her] emotionally”
(Participant 1, 15:00) and describes content as making her feel very anxious and making her “start
worrying too much and reflecting on [her] life in a negative way” (Participant 1, Diary Day 1-
Screenshot 2). Similarly, Participant 5 describes emotionally intense reactions almost daily,
explaining that she is “sensitive to this kind of things like movies or videos” (Participant 5, 08:42). She
also describes feeling unsafe and uncomfortable, or emotionally disturbed by certain videos, with
some images staying for a long time in her mind (Participant 5, Diary Day 3-Screenshot 1; Diary Day
3-Screenshot 2). Participant 7 often reacts emotionally through annoyance or frustration,
particularly toward content showing behaviour she perceives negatively, while Participant 6
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describes feeling uncomfortable, overwhelmed, and confused by health and lifestyle content
(Participant 6, 29:00; 38:24).

At the same time, participants also describe positive emotional influence through inspiration,
comfort, humour, or emotional validation. Participant 1 repeatedly describes figure skating content
as inspirational, touching, and emotionally engaging (Participant 1, 37:34; Participant 1, Diary Day 3-
Screenshot 2). Participant 4 describes cute videos that “always warm [her] heart” (Participant 4,
Diary Day 4-Screenshot 1), while Participant 3 returns to saved videos because they “genuinely make
[her] laugh” (Participant 3, 42:28). Other participants describe feeling gratitude, comfort,
reassurance, or emotional connection through relatable or supportive content.

Participants emphasise that emotional influence grows over time and is situational. The emotional
impact comes not only from a single video alone, but mostly from repeated exposure combined with
timing, mood, and personal sensitivity. Participant 3 explains that “content has to do a lot with the
mood that [she’s] in at the time” (Participant 3, 15:18), noting that the same video may affect her
differently depending on how she already feels that day (Participant 3,15:55). In this way, TikTok’s
emotionalinfluenceis experienced not only through specific content, but through the feed over time.

Behavioural influence

Among participants, behavioural influence often appears to begin as searching, saving, considering,
or keeping an idea for later. Participants often save information that they might “potentially try one
day” (Participant 6, 22:15), thinking “that would be good to try” (Participant 4, 32:57), even if they do
not always follow through. In this sense, TikTok often functions as an archive of possible future
actions.

Several participants use TikTok as a source of practical inspiration. Participant 2 describes using it
as “a search engine for recipes, places, activities” (Participant 2, 04:33), while Participant 6 uses it
for “tips and day-to-day stuff’, such as recipes, workouts, cleaning hacks, and everyday advice
(Participant 6, 03:34). Participant 7 similarly uses TikTok heavily for travel planning, saving
recommendations for shops, restaurants, and places to visit, explaining that she takes notes when
videos include good suggestions (Participant 7, 12:50). Participants also frequently save content for
future use, organizing videos into collections around themes such as fashion, apartment decoration,
recipes, or travel (Participant 2; Participant 3; Participant 6; Participant 7).

Behavioural influence is also visible in inspiration for hobbies, self-improvement, and lifestyle
practices. Participant 2 describes trying hobbies, DIY projects, or activities discovered through
TikTok without necessarily feeling pressured to do so (Participant 2, 24:17; 26:44). Participant 4 also
describes how TikTok introduces “smaller hobbies” or places she may want to try in the future, even
if the action remains only “in the back of [her] mind” (32:57).

Besides searching for practicalinspiration and inspiration for hobbies and lifestyle, participants also
describe other forms of behavioural influence, particularly around products, or trends. Participant 1
repeatedly reflects on fashion and trend influence, explaining that after repeated exposure she
begins wanting products she initially disliked:
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“If I didn't see it on TikTok | wouldn't have wanted to have it, | would be like that's ugly, | don't want it,
but now | see it on TikTok and now | am influenced” (Participant 1, 34:34).

Similarly, Participant 6 describes feeling “a bit pressured” to try products or healthier food practices
(Participant 6, 35:58), while Participant 7 notes that repeated recommendations can make products
or places feel worth trying because “too many different people” suggest them (Participant 7, 22:11).

Overall, behavioural influence is rarely direct, rather often begins with curiosity, saving content, or
considering possibilities before translating into concrete action. Through TikTok, participants often
find inspiration for what they might try, buy, visit, practice, or look into further.

Cognitive Influence

Participants describe TikTok as subtly influencing how they understand issues, form opinions, and
reflect on themselves and the world around them. Among participants, TikTok often appears as an
informal learning platform and information source that introduces them to new concepts,
perspectives, and ways of thinking.

Participants frequently use TikTok as an informational resource. Several describe it as a search
engine, news source, recommendation system, or archive for useful content. For example,
Participant 1 explains that she uses TikTok for “research, finding information” (Participant 1, 03:17).
Participant 3 explains that TikTok introduced her to political and psychological “terms” and
“concepts” (Participant 3, 08:19; 27:48), while also helping her stay informed about current events
and political issues. She describes learning more about Palestine through first-hand videos from
people experiencing the conflict where TikTok did not necessarily change her opinion, but “did bring
in new facts” and helped shape where she stood on the topic (Participant 3, 26:48; 27:13). Similarly,
she notes that she had to Google the term “remigration” after encountering it on TikTok (Participant
3, Diary Day 4-Screenshot 2). Participant 5 explains that TikTok increased her political interest after
she encountered videos from a local politician she initially disliked, leading her to become “more
interested in what he is doing” (Participant 5, 12:23).

Participants further describe TikTok as expanding their knowledge within existing interests.
Participant 1 explains that searching for beginner figure skating content on TikTok “fueled” her
interestin the sport (Participant 1, 05:47), while educational videos helped her learn techniques and
reflect on her own progress and skills (Participant 1, 37:34). Participant 6 similarly describes
encountering new information related to health, medication, and nutrition that she “did not consider”
before (Participant 6, Diary Day 3-Screenshot 1). In these cases, TikTok contributes to knowledge
expansion by continuously introducing similar information, perspectives, and details connected to
participants’ existing interests.

TikTok content also frequently prompts reflection. Rather than directly changing participants’
opinions, videos often make them think more critically about themselves, their habits, or their
existing views. Participant 1 reflects on whether she relates to captions describing someone as “too
much to handle” (Participant 1, 19:02), while Participant 5 describes questioning whether “I’m not
right about my opinion” after encountering unfamiliar perspectives (Participant 5, 18:58). Participant
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6 similarly reflects on her eating habits and medication routines after being exposed to new health-
related information (Participant 6, Diary Day 4-Screenshot 1; Day 6-Screenshot 1). In this way,
cognitive influence often appears through self-reflection and reconsideration rather than direct
persuasion.

Overall, TikTok’s cognitive influence appears mainly through introducing topics, causing reflection,
and encouraging further research. Rather than directly changing opinions, it often creates curiosity,
reinforces interests, or makes participants question what they already think.

Awareness of influence

Participants differ in how explicitly aware they are of TikTok’s influence on them. Some describe this
influence very directly and reflectively, while others acknowledge it more indirectly through
examples of changed thoughts, habits, or feelings. Participants frequently recognise TikTok’s impact
on their interests, moods, lifestyle perceptions, and decision-making. Participant 1 is especially
reflective about this influence, explaining that TikTok “fueled” her interest in figure skating
(Participant 1, 05:47), encouraged her to practice more (Participant 1, 06:17), and influenced her
perception of trends and products. She directly states that “now I see it on TikTok and now | am
influenced” when discussing fashion trends (Participant 1, 34:34) and also reflects that “every single
thing affects you” (Participant 1, 43:41).

At the same time, several participants describe trying to maintain critical distance from TikTok’s
influence. Participant 3 explains that influence partly depends on “how much you want to internalize
and let yourself be influenced” (Participant 3, 18:53), emphasizing the importance of being “more
rational” and reminding herself that “this is just the internet” (Participant 3, 19:26). Similarly,
Participant 4 acknowledges that social media ideals can be “very dangerous if you let those inputs
into your head” (Participant 4, 15:25), particularly regarding lifestyle and self-improvement content.
However, awareness does not necessarily prevent influence. Participant 6, for example, expresses
discomfort about “how much of what | see has such a big influence on my daily habits” (Participant
6, 29:00), while Participant 7 notes that people may become especially vulnerable to influence “if
you’re in a fragile state” or “looking for some answers” (Participant 7, 32:03). Participants therefore
show a strong awareness that TikTok shapes their thinking and behaviour, even when they actively
try to resist or critically reflect on that influence.

Critical evaluation of content

Participants frequently demonstrate critical awareness toward TikTok content, questioning its
accuracy, intent, reliability, or emotional effects. However, this scepticism is selective and depends
strongly on the topic, perceived risk, and participants’ own knowledge. Participants are generally
more critical toward high-stakes content such as politics, health, medication, or products, while
lower-stakes content such as recipes, cleaning hacks, fashion, or travel recommendations is more
easily accepted.

Political and news-related content is often approached critically, particularly regarding bias,
manipulation, or emotional influence. Participant 1 questions the reliability of war-related TikToks
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and whether they are used “to spread propaganda” or “manipulate you emotionally” rather than
simply inform viewers (Participant 1, 25:23; 26:33). Similarly, Participant 3 emphasizes the need for
“critical judgment” (Participant 3, 06:41) because “not all information you’re given is accurate”
(Participant 3, 32:49), while Participant 7 describes some TikTok information as feeling “more
rumours than actual truth” because there are “no facts behind” it (Participant 7, 07:22).

Health-related content generates the strongest scepticism across participants. Participant 6
repeatedly questions the authority and intentions behind creators promoting products or health
advice, describing uncertainty about whether creators are trustworthy, sponsored, or even authentic
(Participant 6, 33:13). She explains that she tries not to rely on medication advice from TikTok
because she prefers to trust “people that are actually doctors” (Participant 6, 31:04), while also
expressing confusion when TikTok content contradicts professional medical advice (Participant 6,
36:44). Participant 7 similarly describes double-checking skincare and product recommendations
through Google, dermatologists, or other external sources before trusting them (Participant 7, 37:48).
Participant 3 also notes that she tends to double-check health-related information specifically
(Participant 3, 32:34). Participant 6 explicitly distinguishes between health content, where she is
“very critical,” and practical everyday tips such as cleaning or sewing, where she is “not that critical”
(Participant 6, 34:58). While being critical towards health-related information, participants are less
criticaltoward lower-stakes content such asrecipes, cleaning tips, travel, hobbies, or entertainment.

Participants acknowledge that critical thinking is inconsistent and situational. Participant 6 explicitly
reflects that she is “half of the time” critical and “half of the time” more absorbing of content
(Participant 6, 33:13). Participants therefore appear neither fully trusting nor fully resistant. Instead,
they practice selective scepticism, becoming more criticalwhen content feels personally important,
risky, emotionally manipulative, or potentially misleading.

6.3 Summary of Analysis

The thematic analysis of both digital diaries and interview was presented above. Overall, there were
4 overarching themes identified.

Theme 1 shows how participants make sense of the algorithm and develop explanations for why
certain content appeared on their FYP. Participants frequently connect personalisation to
engagement, search behaviour, repetition, and broader platform dynamics, while also expressing
uncertainty when recommendations feel difficult to explain.

Theme 2 shows a tension between agency and lack of control, as participants feel able to influence
their feed to some extent, while also experiencing the algorithm as difficult to fully control. Although
participants actively use strategies such as scrolling away, avoiding engagement, or pressing “not
interested,” unwanted or repetitive content can still continue appearing on the feed.

Theme 3 shows how curated content could feel relatable, validating, and connected to belonging.
Participants describe TikTok content as reflecting their interests, relationships, and experiences,
while also creating feelings of recognition, reassurance, and connection to others through shared
content and experiences.
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Theme 4 shows how repetition, trends, and visibility could contribute to perceptions of social horms.

Through repeated exposure to certain lifestyles, opinions, aesthetics, and behaviours, participants

describe TikTok as gradually shaping perceptions of what feels normal, desirable, or socially

expected through repetition.

Finally, Theme 5 shows how TikTok content could influence emotions, behaviour, and identity-

related reflection. Participants describe TikTok as emotionally impactful, behaviourally influential,

and cognitively stimulating, while also demonstrating awareness and critical reflection regarding the

platform’s influence on their everyday lives.

Across Theme 1 and Theme 4, seven Algorithmic Folk Theories are identified and synthesised from
participants’ explanations of how TikTok’s algorithm works. These folk theories should not be

understood as separate codes or themes, but as broader interpretations of recurring patterns of

sense-making. The table below (Table 2) shows an overview of all theories and the participants’

explanations related to them.

Algorithmic Folk Theory

Meaning

“Every Interaction Counts”

Participants understand the algorithm as showing
content based on previous engagement, where
different types of interactions can influence curated
content, including likes, comments, saves, shares,
watch time, rewatching and following.

“It Thought | Wanted More of It”

Participants believe that TikTok misreads accidental,
curious, ironic, or passive engagement as genuine
interest and shows more similar content as a result.

“One Evening Search and Then It Went
Off the Rails”

Participants perceive search as especially influential,
where one search can quickly lead to a noticeable
change in more related content being shown.

“TikTok Knows So Much About Me”

Participants humanize TikTok and use human-like
language to describe it as if it knows, learns, or
understands their interests, preferences, moods, or
aspects of their identity.

“It’s Listening to Us”

Participants sometimes explain highly specific or
unexpected content through scepticism- listening,
tracking, location data, or information from outside
the app.

“My Feed Comes in Waves”

Participants experience their FYP as shifting through
different recurrent patterns where certain topics
become highly visible for a period before being
replaced by others.

“Suddenly Everyone Had It on Their FYP”

Participants understand some content as appearing
because it is trending, popular, or widely pushed
across the platform, rather than only personally
recommended.

Table 2: An overview of the Algorithmic Folk Theories about TikTok's curated content
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7. Discussion

This chapter discusses the findings of this paper in relation to the research questions, theoretical
framework, and existing literature. The discussion moves beyond describing participants’
experiences to examine how Gen-Z women make sense of TikTok’s algorithmic curation, experience
curated content as reflecting and reinforcing aspects of identity and social horms and critically
evaluate both the platform and the content they encounter. By bringing together the findings from
the digital diaries and interviews, the chapter highlights the complex, and often nuanced relationship
participants have with TikTok, where personalisation, identity, influence, social horms, and critical
awareness are deeply intertwined.

The discussion is structured around the four research questions. RQ1 examines how participants
make sense of TikTok’s algorithmic curation through the lens of Algorithmic Folk Theories. RQ2
draws on Self-Perception Theory to discuss how curated content is experienced as reflecting and
resonating with participants’ sense of self. RQ3 uses Social Norm Theory to explore how repeated
exposure to curated content contributes to perceptions of social norms and the reinforcement of
identities and behaviours. Finally, RQ4 discusses participants’ critical reflections on TikTok, its
curated content, and their own platform experiences.

Together, these discussions provide a deeper understanding of how young women experience,
interpret, and negotiate within a highly algorithmically curated environment.

7.1 RQ1: How do users perceive and make sense of TikTok's algorithmic curation and
platform affordances that shape the content they encounter?

All participants of this study are aware of TikTok’s algorithm and its role in shaping the content they
encounter. Even before being explicitly asked about the algorithm, participants independently
mention itand how it influences what appeared on their FYP. This level of awareness, however, does
not translate into a clear or consistent understanding of how the algorithm actually works, as it still
remains opaque to participants. This is particularly interesting considering how integrated TikTok is
in participants’ everyday lives and how frequently they interact with the platform. It reflects a broader
tension surrounding an algorithmically curated platform like TikTok: users continuously interact with
and are influenced by a system they could observe the effects of, but whose internal logic remains
largely hidden. The findings therefore show that participants made sense of TikTok’s algorithm
through practical and experience-based explanations rather than technical understanding, which is
central to how Algorithmic Folk Theories emerged in this study.

A first group of Algorithmic Folk Theories focused on engagement and personalisation. Through
“Every Interaction Counts” and “It Thought | Wanted More of It”, participants describe the FYP
as intentionally and accidentally shaped by both passive and active engagements such as likes,
scrolling, watch time, and sharing. This aligns with literature showing that TikTok’s recommendation
system is influenced by engagement such as watch time, likes, follows, and repeated engagement
(Boeker & Urman, 2022; Zhao, 2021).
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However, the important pointin our study is not whether participants understand these affordances
correctly, but how they experience them. From this perspective, the affordances structured by the
algorithm are not fixed but emerge through the interaction between users and their perceptions,
attitudes, and expectations, making TikTok's FYP an active and continuous process of
personalisation rather than a fixed app functionality (Nagy & Neff, 2015; Schellewald, 2023). Our
findings, corroborate this literature, as any interaction could become meaningful to the algorithm.
However, this also includes interactions that are accidental, curious, ironic, or irrelevant content
shared with others. This complicates the idea of engagement as a clear expression of preference, as
the algorithm is understood as unable to separate intentional from accidental engagement and
therefore not able to interpret the intentions behind their behaviour.

Search was experienced differently from other forms of engagement because participants describe
that they can more clearly connect a specific action to visible changes in the feed. The Algorithmic
Folk Theory “One Evening Search and Then It Went Off the Rails” illustrates how participants
experience search as one of the clearest examples of algorithmic cause and effect, where even a
single search could quickly change the curated content. This connects closely to Vera and Ghosh’s
(2025) study, where participants also developed a folk theory around the “gravity of one-time
searches” (p.3), describing how a single TikTok search could appear to influence the FYP for weeks
or months. However, while Vera and Ghosh (2025) examine this mainly in relation to unwanted
content, our findings add that search also becomes meaningfulin more everyday experiences, such
as hobbies, recipes, travelideas, products, or practical information. In this way, search became one
of the strongest visible influence on curated content.

A second group of Algorithmic Folk Theories focused on humanising the algorithm, lack of certainty,
and scepticism around how the platform works through “TikTok Knows So Much About Me” and
“It’s Listening to Us”. When recommendations feel highly accurate, participants often describe
TikTok as if it “knew” them personally. However, participants simultaneously recognise a tension in
this explanation, moving between the feeling that TikTok “knows” them and the awareness that “an
app cannot know who | am”. Describing the algorithm with human-like language therefore becomes
a way of making sense of curated content that feels almost too relevant, unusually personal or very
specific to how they feelin the moment.

Another way to make sense of recommendations that feel too specific, unexpected, or difficult to
explain is to refer to listening, tracking, location awareness, or hidden forms of data collection. This
shows an important tension — participants generally understand TikTok as a platform desighed to
provide curated content, and they often appreciate the relevance and want the FYP to match their
interests or engagement. However, when the content feels too accurate, engagement alone is not
enough to explain why the content is shown. This suggests that there may be a threshold where
personalisation stops being experienced as simply an outcome of engagement. When this threshold
is reached, rational explanation is replaced by speculation and scepticism.

70



The Algorithmic Folk Theory “My Feed Comes in Waves” further emerges based on participants not
experiencing the curated content as fixed or following the same patterns every day. Instead, topics,
aesthetics, and creators shown vary from day to day, moving between existing interests. This finding
complicates the idea of a stable filter bubble. Participants do describe repeated exposure to similar
or related content, but they do not describe being enclosed in one consistent content bubble. At the
same time, they also do not experience the feed as fully diverse or random. Rather, the FYP seems
to move between familiar content clusters, almost as if participants were shifting between different
“bubbles”. This suggests that personalisation may not only narrow content exposure but may also
organise content into recurring waves that change while still remaining connected to participants’
existing interests, behaviour, or previous engagement.

The folk theory “Suddenly Everyone Had It on Their FYP” shows that participants do not experience
TikTok as purely personal and individual. They also understand the platform as amplifying content
because itis popular, trending, political, or widely interacted with. This reflects Bhandari and Bimo’s
(2022) point that TikTok can be experienced as a way of keeping up with current trends, memes, and
events. This complicates the idea of the FYP being fully individual. Part of the content is interpreted
as being personalised, while the other part is understood as pushed to everyone. This distinction
matters because it shapes how the participants react to it - personally curated content could feel
closer and more reflective of participants’ own interests, whereas broadly amplified content is more
ofteninterpreted critically as part of TikTok’s wider platform logic. This suggests that Algorithmic Folk
Theories can create distance between the user and the content: when participants recognise
content as amplified rather than personally relevant, they could position themselves more critically
towards it.

Taken together, there are similarities between our findings and those of Vera and Ghosh (2025),
which are important to note. Despite being conducted independently and in different contexts, both
studies identified remarkably similar Algorithmic Folk Theories for how and why content appears on
the FYP. This overlap is analytically important given the nature of folk theories as explanations based
on personal experiences rather than technical facts. In Vera and Ghosh’s (2025) study, these
explanations become especially visible when the algorithm appears to fail, for example when
unwanted content persists despite the attempts of users to remove it. Our findings extend those of
Vera and Gosh (2025) as we find that similar theories appear in more ordinary experiences of
personalisation, where participants try to understand why content feels accurate, excessive,
broadly pushed, or misread by the platform. At the same time, Vera and Ghosh (2025) advise that
their findings are based on a small qualitative sample and that TikTok’s algorithm may change over
time, which limits generalisability. This also applies to the present study. However, the recurrence
of similar explanations across separate qualitative studies strengthens the credibility of the findings.

Even though each Algorithmic Folk Theory is valuable on its own, they become more analytically
meaningful when considered together. Rather than relying on one fixed explanation, participants
move between or combine different theories depending on whether content feels personally relevant,
accidental, overly accurate, repetitive, or broadly pushed. Algorithmic Folk Theories are not only
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explanations of how participants thought TikTok works but also a lens that shapes how they evaluate
the content they see. When content is interpreted as personally recommended, participants are
more likely to treat it as meaningful or relevant to their own interests. In contrast, when content is
understood as trending or widely amplified, more critical distance from it is created. Similarly,
believing that every interaction can personalise the algorithm shapes how carefully they engage with
or avoid recommended content.

The Algorithmic Folk Theories discussed above reflect participants’ perceptions and understandings
of the algorithm, forming a crucial foundation and starting point for the following sections, which
examine how TikTok is experienced as mirroring (Section 7.2) and shaping (Section 7.3) their
interests, identities and perceptions, and reflected upon critically (Section 7.4).

7.2 RQ2: How do young women experience TikTok’s curated content as reflecting or
resonating with their sense of self?

Self-Perception Theory provides a useful context for answering RQ2, as it helps explain how
participants may interpret their sense of self through the content they engage with. This sense of self
should not be understood as one singular construct. Throughout the findings, participants relate to
content in different ways depending on whether it reflects interests, values, emotions, and social
connections, such as personal relationships and connection to the creator of the content. The
discussion therefore approaches participants’ sense of self as consisting of multiple connected
aspects and self-concepts, some of which appear relatively stable and established, while others are
more exploratory, aspirational, or open to reflection. This distinction becomes important for
understanding why some forms of content are experienced primarily as relatable, while others
prompt greater self-reflection or identity negotiation.

According to Bem (1972) and Self-Perception Theory, individuals may infer aspects of themselves by
observing their own behaviour, especially when internal attitudes or preferences are not fully clear.
In the context of TikTok, this means that participants are not only watching content but also
observing what they repeatedly engage with, relate to, save, share, or spend time on. This becomes
visible throughout the findings, as participants often describe TikTok content as “relatable,”
“accurate,” or “very me”, frequently using the content they encounter to reflect on their own
interests, lifestyles, or aspirations. In connection with this, Karizat et al. (2021) found that users often
perceive TikTok's recommendations as reflecting broader aspects of identity, including social
identities such as gender, political orientation, or cultural background. Similarly, participants in our
study frequently interpreted personalised content as evidence that the platform recognised
meaningful aspects of who they were, rather than merely predicting what content they would engage
with. Relatability is therefore perceived as much more than simply entertainment, as content could
either confirm already established parts of participants’ self-understanding or prompt reflection on
more uncertain, aspirational, or developing aspects of the self. This is also discussed by Bhandari
and Bimo's (2022) concept of the algorithmized self, where users encounter versions of themselves
that are reflected back through algorithmic curation. In our study, this is visible in how participants
relate to interest-based content. Relatability is most clearly expressed when the FYP reflects
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participants’ interests, but these interests do not all connect to the self in the same way. Some
content reflects more established interests that participants already saw as part of themselves,
such as hobbies, routines, humour, or lifestyle preferences. Other content reflects more temporary
or situationalinterests, such as travel plans, recipes, products, or current concerns. Contentrelated
to interests does not always reflect a deep or lasting part of identity, but may simply reflect what they
are currently interested in.

Values also shape how participants experience TikTok content as relatable. When content aligns
with their moral, political, or social standpoints, the FYP not only mirrors what participants like, but
also what they believe and where they position themselves. Value alignment appears to contribute
to the feeling that TikTok “understood” them. However, it also introduces a tension. The same
content that creates feelings of recognition and validation may simultaneously reduce encounters
with perspectives that challenge existing assumptions. This connects to filter bubble theory, as
repeated exposure to value-aligned content may make certain viewpoints appear more familiar,
dominant, or widely shared than they actually are. In this sense, TikTok’s mirroring of values is not
neutral. While the FYP may reflect participants’ existing beliefs, it may also contribute to an
environment in which those beliefs are continuously reaffirmed through repetition and visibility.
Content conflicting with their values is therefore introduced by the platform more rarely. However, it
is meaningful in a different way: rather than necessarily changing the views of participants, it often
makes existing values more visible through contrast, by clarifying what they reject or do not identify
with.

Emotional resonance is another important way curated content is connected to the sense of self.
Content affects in both positive and negative ways, including feelings of comfort, inspiration,
motivation, insecurity, comparison, anxiety, sadness, or overwhelm. These emotionalresponses are
often situational and depend on mood, timing, and personal context. Rather than treating these
reactions as separate from identity, they can be interpreted as moments where content touches on
something identity-relevant, such as insecurity, relationship, value, interest, or a version of the self
participants are trying to move toward or away from. In other words, content seems to become
emotionally powerful when it feels connected to participants’ sense of self, rather than when it is
experienced as distant or irrelevant. Cullen et al. (2025) argue that users actively refine their feeds
not only to align recommendations with their identities and interests, but also to avoid content that
evokes negative emotions or reflects aspects of themselves they do not want reinforced. This is also
visible in our findings, where participants sometimes attempt to avoid or move away from content
they experience as emotionally draining, excessive, or misaligned with how they want to see
themselves.

Validation is another important way in which curated TikTok content resonates with participants’
sense of self. The FYP functions as a space of emotional recognition, where participants can feel
less alone and more reassured that what they experience is not unusual or isolated. These findings
support Maddox and Gill’s (2023) discussion of imagined communities on TikTok, where repeated
exposure to similar content creates collective identities and feelings of belonging through
algorithmic curation. In relation to RQ2, validation therefore shows that curated content can mirror
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not only interests but also emotions, insecurities, values, and experiences, making them feel more
“legitimate” and socially recognisable.

Social connection is an important aspect of relatability and identification with content, as
participants describe strong feelings of connection with others through sharing content with them.
Sending TikTok videos to friends, partners, or family members is repeatedly described as a way of
expressing aspects of the self, humour, emotions, or shared experiences. This connects to Cullen et
al. (2025), who argue that curated content can be used socially to express aspects of the self,
acknowledge others, or reinforce shared identity. In our findings, content resonates not only when it
feels like “this is me”, but also when it feels like “this is us”. Even when participants encounter
content alone on the FYP, it can still become socially meaningful. This supports Cover's (2012)
argument that digital identity is relational rather than purely individual. Participants understand
themselves not only through personal interests and preferences, but also through relationships and
connections with others. A video could remind them of a friend, capture a shared experience, or
express something they want another person to understand about them.

In addition, participants also describe feeling connected to creators as though they “know” certain
sides of them because the content reflects perspectives or experiences they recognise in
themselves. Similarly, repeated exposure to particular communities, trends, or political and news-
related content creates feelings of belonging and connection to broader social conversations. This
supports Cullen et al. (2025) and Lee et al. (2022), who argue that algorithmically curated feeds can
foster interpersonal connection and belonging through perceived shared identity rather than direct
interaction. The findings suggest that resonance with curated content is not only about recognising
the self, but also about recognising oneself in relation to others. In this way, the FYP functions not
only as a mirror of individual identity but also as a space where participants experience social
connection through similarities, shared experiences, and collective worries. This raises the question
of how such reflections may become reinforced over time through continued engagement and
recommendation.

Avci et al. (2025) argue that young people may reinforce aspects of identity through the types of
content they engage with online, both actively and passively. Through Self-Perception Theory, this
means that repeated engagement can become a way of interpreting one’s own interests,
preferences, or identity. However, on TikTok this process is shaped by algorithmic curation, as the
FYP continues to surface content based on previous engagement. This is where the feedback loop
and filter bubble literature becomes important. Engagement with certain content can gradually lead
to more similar content appearing, as TikTok’s recommendation system is shaped through an
ongoing relationship between user behaviour and algorithmic recommendation (Zhao, 2021; Boeker
& Urman, 2022). Baumann et al.’s (2025) finding that interest-aligned content can be rapidly
amplified further supports this, showing how interests or identity-related themes may quickly
become more prominent on the FYP. Participants similarly described how interacting with certain
videos could intensify the presence of related content on their feed, making existing interests feel
increasingly visible and, at times, over-represented. Initially, this often strengthens the feeling that
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TikTok reflects their interests accurately. However, repeated exposure to the same curated content
may narrow what users encounter and make particular topics, lifestyles, or identity dimensions
appear more prominent than they originally were. In relation to RQ2, this complicates the idea of
TikTok as simply mirroring the self. While the FYP may begin by reflecting an existing interest, the
feedback loop can intensify that interest, and filter bubble dynamics may make it feel more central
or important over time. In this sense, TikTok does not merely reflect identity neutrally but can
selectively reinforce and amplify particular aspects of it. This supports Bhandari and Bimo’s (2022)
concept of the “algorithmized self”, where algorithms contribute to shaping identity by continuously
prioritising some forms of self-expression, interests, and behaviours while making others less visible.
The findings therefore suggest that TikTok simultaneously reflects and shapes identity through
ongoing cycles of engagement, recommendation, and repetition.

Overall, the findings suggest that young women experience TikTok’s curated content as resonating
with their sense of self in multiple ways, including through interests, values, emotions, and social
connections. Content feels relatable when it reflects aspects of participants’ current lives and self-
understanding, but it can also prompt reflection on who they want to become or how they relate to
others. However, the findings also complicate the idea of TikTok as a simple mirror of the self.
Through ongoing cycles of engagement, recommendation, and repetition, the FYP not only reflects
aspects of participants’ sense of self but also selectively amplifies them. In this way, TikTok
functions as an algorithmically curated representation of the self, where some aspects become
increasingly visible and reinforced while others remain less prominent.

7.3 RQ3: How do young women perceive TikTok content as shaping or reinforcing
certain aspects of their identity or social norms?

While RQ2 explores how participants experience TikTok’s curated content as reflecting or resonating
with their sense of self, RQ3 focuses more explicitly on how participants perceive this content as
shaping or reinforcing ideas, behaviours, values, and social norms over time. The findings suggest
that participants do not experience TikTok merely as a passive reflection of existing interests, but as
an environment that often exposes them to repeated representations of what lifestyles, behaviours,
appearances, opinions, or routines appear desirable, normal, or expected. In addition, participants
do not understand TikTok influence as a simple or direct process where content automatically
changes who they are or what they believe. Instead, influence is framed as gradual, repeated, and
difficult to separate from existing interests, values, and social environments.

This question can be understood through Social Norm Theory, which argues that individuals are
influenced by both descriptive norms, referring to perceptions of what others commonly do, and
injunctive norms, referring to perceptions of what others approve of or expect (Cialdini et al., 1990;
Bicchieri et al., 2018). Across the findings, participants frequently describe encountering repeated
forms of content that communicate implicit expectations regarding productivity, appearance,
relationships, consumption habits, political opinions, or everyday lifestyles. Even when these
expectations are not stated directly, the repetition of similar messages, aesthetics, and behaviours
across the FYP contributes to perceptions of what seems common, valued, or socially desirable.
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At the same time, participants also describe being introduced to new interests, perspectives, and
topics through the algorithm. This is also consistent with TikTok’s (2020) own description of the
recommendation system as designed not only to personalise content but also to introduce videos
outside users’ immediate interests. In relation to RQ3, this is important because the algorithm not
only reinforces existing preferences and norms but also exposes the participants to new behaviours,
values, lifestyles, and ways of thinking that could gradually become integrated into their feeds and
everyday reflections.

While one video alone is rarely described as influential, repeated exposure makes certain ideas or
behaviours feel more visible and familiar. In relation to Social Norm Theory, this matters because
visibility can shape perceived norms. When participants repeatedly encounter similar content, it
could create the impression that “everyone” is doing, thinking, buying, or caring about the same
thing, even when they are aware that the FYP was algorithmically curated. The findings further
suggest that normalization is closely tied to repetition and visibility, which connects back to the
feedback loop and filter bubble dynamics discussed in RQ2. However, while repetition there
primarily reinforces interests, values, or identity dimensions participants already engage with,
repetition in relation to RQ3 also contributes to the normalization of newly introduced ideas,
behaviours, lifestyles, and perspectives introduced through the algorithm. Through repeated
visibility, content that initially appears unfamiliar, niche, or outside participants’ existing interests
could gradually begin to feel more familiar, common, or socially accepted over time. This supports
Eriksson's (2021) argument that social norms on social media emerge through the interaction
between technological systems and the social structures that develop around them. Participants
are therefore responding not only to the content itself, but also to patterns of visibility created
through algorithmic curation. As a result, perceptions of what was normal, desirable, or socially
accepted were shaped not only by the content being encountered, but also by how frequently and
prominently it appeared on the FYP.

Similarly to RQ2, the findings suggest that TikTok’s influence operates differently depending on the
aspect of identity involved. Participants often describe stronger influence in relation to more
uncertain, flexible, aspirational or developing aspects of the self and areas such as routines,
aesthetics, productivity, consumption habits, or lifestyle ideals, while more established parts of
participants’ self-understanding are perceived as less easily shaped. The former is especially visible
in content related to self-improvement, fitness, fashion, skincare, and lifestyle ideals, where
repeated exposure influences perceptions of what feels desirable, expected, or worth prioritising.
Social Norm Theory helps explain this process, as repeated visibility of similar behaviours and ideals
may strengthen perceptions of what appears both common and socially desirable. Even when
participants critically reflect on unrealistic standards, the continuous exposure to these ideals still
shapes the environment through which they evaluate themselves and others. In contrast, more
established values or core aspects of identity are described as less easily shaped. In these cases,
content conflicts with firmly held political opinions, moral values, relationship boundaries, or
broader beliefs about who they are and how they want to live. This makes them more likely to
critically reject or distance themselves from content they disagree with rather than internalise it.
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At the same time, participants are often highly aware of TikTok’s potential influence and rarely
describe themselves as simply copying behaviours because the platform “told” them to. Instead,
the engagement is often framed as selective and intentional, emphasising the conscious choices
about which content to agree with, adopt, ignore, orreject based on one’s own interests, values, and
priorities. However, awareness of influence does not translate to remaining unaffected. Even when
participants know that certain trends, aesthetics, lifestyles, or behaviours are being amplified by the
platform, repeated exposure could still make them feel more familiar, desirable, or socially relevant
over time. In relation to RQ3, this is important because it shows that perceived influence does not
depend on users being unaware of the algorithm. Rather, TikTok’s influence can operate through
repetition and emotional intensity even when users critically recognise that what they see is
algorithmically curated. Awareness, therefore, should not be understood as the opposite of
influence, but as something that coexists with it.

Furthermore, the findings suggest that participants do not experience TikTok as strongly or directly
changing who they were. More often, influence appears in smaller and more everyday ways, such as
saving videos for later, searching for inspiration, considering a hobby, noting down ideas, trying a
recipe, or becoming more aware of certain lifestyles, trends, or perspectives. This suggests that
TikTok’s influence is often practical, exploratory, or reflective rather than transformative. In relation
to RQ3, this nuance matters because shaping and reinforcement should not be understood only as
dramatic change. Instead, influence often appears through small adjustments in attention, interest,
aspiration, or perceived possibility. Over time, these smaller forms of engagement may still matter,
as they can shape what participants notice, consider relevant, or imagine as desirable or possible
for themselves.

Overall, RQ3 shows that young women perceive TikTok content as shaping and reinforcing aspects
of identity and social norms mainly through repetition, visibility, and algorithmic amplification rather
than direct persuasion. Repeated exposure makes certain lifestyles, aesthetics, opinions, and
behaviours feel increasingly familiar, desirable, or socially relevant over time, while TikTok’s
recommendation system also introduces new ideas and perspectives that could gradually become
normalised through continuous visibility. At the same time, participants are often aware of TikTok’s
potential influence and view their engagement as selective and intentional. The findings therefore
suggest that TikTok’s influence operates less through explicitinstruction and more through creating
an algorithmically curated environment that continuously shapes perceptions of what feels normal,
desirable, and socially meaningful over time.

7.4 RQ4: How do young women critically reflect on TikTok, its curated content and their
own platform experiences?

While participants frequently describe TikTok as highly personalised, relatable, and engaging, they
also demonstrate critical awareness of the platform, its curated content, and their own engagement
patterns. The findings show that participants do not evaluate TikTok in one fixed way. Instead, their
reflections are marked by ambivalence. TikTok is described as entertaining, useful, informative, and
socially relevant, but also as addictive, time-consuming, overwhelming, emotionally draining, and
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difficult to fully control. In this way, participants describe complex and often contradictory
relationships with the platform where entertainment, usefulness, scepticism, overwhelm, and
perceived influence coexist together.

TikTok content is often critically evaluated, especially in relation to trustworthiness, reliability, intent,
and emotional influence. However, scepticism is selective rather than constant - it is highly
situational and depends on the perceived seriousness of the topic. Participants are generally far
more sceptical toward higher-stakes content related to politics, war, health, medication, or product
recommendations, where misinformation or manipulation is perceived as potentially harmful and
could have more serious consequences. In these cases, participants frequently question the
content and often double-check information through external sources such as Google, doctors,
dermatologists, or other platforms. Political content in particular is approached critically because
participants are aware that TikTok content could be emotionally manipulative, biased, or lacking
factual grounding. In contrast, lower-stakes content such as recipes, cleaning tips, fashion, hobbies,
or travel recommendations is often approached more casually. This has important implications, as
participants cannot simply be categorised as either critical or uncritical users. Instead, their level of
scepticism continuously shifts depending on the type of content, the perceived stakes involved, and
their own prior knowledge or emotional investment in the topic.

Participants also critically reflect on TikTok as a platform overall. A common topic is the addictive
and immersive quality, which makes the FYP enjoyable, but also something that could easily
become excessive. Participants reflected on spending more time on the app than intended, getting
caught in continuous scrolling, or using TikTok out of habit rather than active choice. This connects
to literature on TikTok’s affordances and design of the FYP, and more specifically, the endless scroll,
short-form videos, and continuous personalisation, that create a highly engaging environment
(Bhandari & Bimo, 2020; Fauzani et al., 2025). This endless flow of content is frequently connected
to feelings of information overload, reduced concentration, emotional exhaustion, or difficulty
distinguishing between reliable and unreliable information. The critique of participants is therefore
not only about what TikTok showed them, but also about the affordances and how the platform
organizes attention and makes continued use feel effortless. However, this awareness rarely results
in reduced use of the app. TikTok continues to be described as entertaining, informative, relaxing,
and integrated into everyday routines despite these criticisms.

These findings partly challenge Valerio-Alfaro and Meléndez-Moran’s (2024) argument that
continued TikTok use may normalise algorithmic curation and reduce critical attention over time.
Although participants were long-term users and often accepted personalisation as a normal part of
the platform, this acceptance did not remove uncertainty or scepticism.

Interestingly, critical reflection also emerges more strongly when participants were made to reflect
on their usage afterwards rather than during use itself. Several participants describe becoming more
aware of their engagement patterns during the diary and interview process, particularly regarding
how much time they spent on TikTok, which types of content they repeatedly return to, and how their
own actions contribute to shaping the feed they encountered. This suggests that TikTok’s
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affordances and nature of being highly immersive and continuous may itself make critical reflections
more difficult during sessions.

Overall, RQ4 shows that young women critically reflected on TikTok in broad and situational ways.
Their reflections focus on the platform’s engaging and time-consuming design, the emotional effects
of use, the credibility and intent of content, and the uneven trustworthiness of different content
categories. Rather than being fully trusting or fully resistant, participants practised selective
scepticism. They recognise TikTok’s problems while continuing to value and use it. This suggests that
critical awareness, enjoyment, scepticism, emotional engagement, and continued use coexist as
intertwined parts of everyday platform use.

7.5 Tensions Across the Findings

While the research questions have been discussed separately, several broader tensions emerge
when the findings are considered together, which complicate a simple understanding of TikTok as
either reflective or influential. These tensions do not necessarily reflect inconsistencies in
participants' thinking, but rather the challenges of making sense of an opaque and highly
personalized platform.

Personalized Repetition vs Social Reality

A key tension concerns how participants understand repetition on TikTok. On one hand, they
frequently explained that the FYP is shaped by engagement, where watching, liking, searching, or
interacting with certain content leads to seeing more of it. On the other hand, repeated exposure
often made particular behaviours, products, lifestyles, opinions, or pieces of information feel more
trustworthy, desirable, popular, or socially accepted.

However, participants rarely connected these two observations. Repetition is often interpreted as
evidence that many people independently share the same opinion, recommendation, or behaviour,
increasing perceptions of credibility and social legitimacy. At the same time, participants
acknowledge that TikTok continuously adapts recommendations based on previous engagement.
The possibility that their own engagement may have contributed to creating this repetition is rarely
discussed.

As aresult, repeated visibility could function as a signal of both credibility and social normality. What
appears to be independent confirmation or widespread popularity may therefore be partly shaped
by algorithmic amplification. This matters because TikTok may influence norms not only by showing
what many people actually do, but by making personalised repetition feel like social reality. The
question then becomes: is this really “the world,” or is it the version of the world TikTok repeatedly
shows?
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Valued Personalisation vs Suspicious Accuracy

A key tension is that participants value TikTok’s personalisation but become suspicious when that
personalisation feels too specific and accurate. They generally appreciate seeing content that
matches their interests; however, when recommendations become unusually specific, even content
that is aligned with their interests could feel strange or even intrusive. This matters because
participants sometimes recognise that they had engaged with similar content before, but still do not
fully accept this as the explanation. If the recommendation feels too precise, they shift from seeing
it as normal personalisation to questioning whether TikTok was tracking, listening, or knowing too
much.

Awareness vs Trust

A further tension emerges in relation to high-stakes informational content such as politics, health,
and medication. Participants frequently describe TikTok as an important way of staying informed
aboutthese topics and keeping up with ongoing events and discussions. At the same time, they often
express scepticism toward the credibility of the information they encountered.

This creates an interesting paradox: participants use TikTok to inform themselves about important
issues while simultaneously questioning the reliability of the information being presented. Rather
than functioning as a trusted source of truth, TikTok often served as a source of awareness.
Participants frequently describe verifying information through Google, experts, traditional news
sources, or other platforms before fully trusting it. Yet despite this scepticism, TikTok still shaped
which topics entered their attention and what they considered important enough to investigate
further.

Building the Algorithm vs Control of the Algorithm

A further tension concerns participants' understanding of their relationship with the algorithm.
Throughout the findings, the FYP is often understood as a reflection of the participants’ own
engagement over several years, leading many participants to describe the algorithm almost as
something they had built themselves. At the same time, participants do not perceive themselves as
deciding what appears on their feed.

This reveals an important distinction between shaping the algorithm and controlling its
recommendations. While participants understand their behaviour as shaping the algorithm, they still
do not feel they have control over what content they are shown, accepting that TikTok ultimately
determines what becomes visible.

7.6 Reliability and Trustworthiness of the Findings

The trustworthiness of the findings is strengthened through the combination of digital diaries, photo
elicitation, and semi-structured interviews. Together, these methods allowed participants to reflect
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on both specific examples of TikTok content and their broader experiences with the platform. Using
participants' own screenshots further grounded the discussions in actual encounters rather than
abstract reflections. This use of multiple qualitative data sources and methods can be understood
as a form of triangulation, which strengthens credibility by reducing the limitations of relying on a
single method or data source. As Denzin argues, combining multiple observers, theories, methods,
and data sources can help researchers overcome the intrinsic bias of single-method, single-
observer, and single-theory studies (Denzin, 1989c, as cited in Patton, 2015). This triangulation
further supports the credibility of the findings by allowing different pieces of information to be
compared across sources (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). In this study, diary entries were used as initial
points of insight, while the follow-up interviews allowed these interpretations to be validated,
clarified, or further developed through participants’ own reflections.

Following Lincoln and Guba (1985), the quality of qualitative research is assessed through
trustworthiness rather than statistical reliability or validity. Therefore, trustworthiness in this paper
does not come from the findings being understood as evidence of how TikTok's algorithm objectively
works. The study also cannot verify whether TikTok listens to users, tracks activity across platforms,
or operates in the exact ways participants believed. Instead, the trustworthiness of the findings lies
in understanding participants' perceptions and meaning-making processes rather than the technical
process behind the algorithm. The purpose of this study, therefore, is to explore how young women
experience, interpret, and make sense of algorithmic curation.

Furthermore, in line with Braun et al. (2022) and their understanding of reflexive thematic analysis,
the aim is notto produce a single objective truth, but rather a theoretically informed and transparent
interpretation of participants' experiences. This also aligns with the interpretivist standpoint of the
thesis, where the aim is to understand participants’ meaning-making rather than measure the
algorithm itself. Participants’ beliefs, doubts, and folk theories are therefore valuable because they
shape how they experience TikTok, even when these explanations cannot be technically verified or
replicated with the same precision. In this sense, and the fact that this study is based on a small
qualitative sample, the findings cannot be generalized to all TikTok users. Rather than aiming for
objective and statistically true generalization, the study instead provides an in-depth understanding
of how young Gen-Z women experience, interpret, and reflect on TikTok's curated content.

7.7 Discussion of Methods

The following chapter focuses on what worked, what did not work, and how the methodological
choices shaped the findings, rather than simply justifying the decisions made, as already argued for
in Section 5.

Studying algorithmically curated platforms presents two methodological challenges. Firstly, many
of the processes under investigation are not directly observable to users. Participants encounter
recommendations, social norms, and identity-related content as part of everyday scrolling, often
without consciously reflecting on why content appears or how it influences them. In practice, to
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explore this, the methods worked best when they supported each other: the diaries captured
immediate moments of TikTok use, while the interviews helped reveal why those moments were
chosen, how participants interpreted them, and how they related them to broader patterns in their
feeds. Therefore, the combination of these methods allowed us to move beyond asking participants
to retrospectively explain their platform use.

Secondly, because TikTok's For You Page is highly personalized and constantly changing,
participants often reflected on very different types of content and experiences. Unlike studies where
participants respond to the same stimuli or media content, each participant in this study
encountered their own uniquely personalized FYP. While the use of digital diaries and photo
elicitation helped capture these individual experiences, it also created considerable workload for us
to personalize the interview questions for every participant while keeping the possibility for
comparability. In order to increase the comparability between participants, we used the particular
content from the digital diaries to focus on broader patterns, rather than to investigate the content
itself. However, studying participants through their own different feeds was also a strength, as it
allowed the research to capture how algorithmic curation is experienced in practice rather than
through standardized or researcher-selected content.

7.7.1 Digital Diaries

One of the clearest methodological insights concerns the use of screenshots uploaded by
participants during the digital diary phase. The value of this choice is defended in Chapter 5.3.1, as
it gave participants control over what they shared and made the research process less intrusive.
However, we discovered that there are clear consequences of this choice, more than initially
anticipated. Participants occasionally shared that they did not simply document their FYP; they
filtered it. Their selections were shaped by what they felt comfortable sharing, but also by what they
assumed would be relevant or interesting for the study.

This became important because some content that participants excluded may have been
analytically useful. For example, one participant mentioned seeing certain gym-related content
regularly but did not share it because it felt too ordinary or uninteresting. From the perspective of the
study, however, this kind of everyday repetitive content could have been highly relevant, as it speaks
directly to personalisation. This shows that the method may have captured what participants
noticed as significant, but not necessarily what was most present or influentialin their everyday feed.

When designing the digital diary, we used an open wording prompt asking participants to upload the
screenshot, with the intend to avoid directing them toward only one type of content. However, this
openness also meant that participants had to interpret what counted as useful data. Rather than
simply removing researcher influence, the broad prompt meant that participants became
responsible for deciding what was relevant to share. This shows both the strength and limitation of
using participant-selected screenshots: they give insight into participants’ own meaning-making,
butthe datais also shaped by their choices about what is worth sharing. These observations are also
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consistent with the interpretivist standpoint of the study. The purpose was not to establish an
objective account of participants' TikTok use, but to understand how they perceive, explain, and
make sense of their experiences.

7.7.2 Interviews

The importance of the interviews also confirmed several of the methodological assumptions that
informed the research design. As discussed in Chapter 5, the interviews were intended not only to
expand upon the diary entries, but also to uncover meanings, interpretations, and reflections that
might not be immediately visible in the diary entries themselves. In practice, this proved particularly
valuable. Participants were often able to explain why they selected certain screenshots, why they
ignored others, and how they understood recurring patterns in their FYP. This provided insight not
only into the content they documented, but also into the reasoning behind those selections and the
experiences that remained undocumented. This showed that the diaries alone would have provided
amore limited view of participants’ FYPs. The interviews were therefore important for understanding
both the diary material and the selection process behind it.

During the interviews, participants were made to reflect on their content they have encountered and
screenshotted days earlier (up to 7 days prior to the interview). Because of this, certain details,
reactions, or encounters may have been forgotten or reconstructed. However, this was not
necessarily a disadvantage. While some immediate experiences and context may have been lost,
this encouraged participants to connect specific videos to wider patterns in their TikTok use. When
participants were unsure about a particular video, they still made sense of it through their usual
engagement habits, recurring content, and assumptions about the algorithm. In this sense, what
participants remembered, and how they explained what they remembered, was revealing in itself. It
showed not only their reaction to specific content, but also the broader interpretations they used to
understand their relationship with TikTok.

7.7.3 Interpretive and Co-Constructed Knowledge

The interviews also showed the co-constructed nature of the knowledge produced in this study.
Participants were often asked to reflect on experiences and patterns that they had not necessarily
considered in detail before. Therefore, some insights emerged through the interview conversation
itself, as participants were encouraged to reflect on why certain content felt relatable, suspicious,
or influential.

Thiswas important for the depth of the findings. The interviews did not simply collect already-formed
opinions, but helped participants articulate connections that may otherwise have remained implicit.
Atthe sametime, the reflections that emerged were shaped by the questions asked and the direction
of the conversation. This aligns with the interpretivist foundation of the study, where knowledge is
understood as co-created through interaction rather than discovered as a fixed objective reality
(Crotty, 1998; Orlikowski & Baroudi, 1991). In this study, this meant that the interview setting became
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part of the meaning-making process: participants developed interpretations through reflecting with
us on screenshots, the FYP, and broader platform experiences. In this sense, the findings should be
understood not as objective truths waiting to be discovered, but as interpretations that emerged
through a shared process of reflection and meaning-making.

Finally, the interpretivist approach also became relevant in the way the researchers’ own positions
shaped the research process. As discussed in Section 5.1, the study does not assume that
researchers are fully neutral observers, but that knowledge is produced through interpretation. This
was especially relevant because one researcher was an active TikTok user, while the other had no
recent experience with the platform. The researcher familiar with TikTok could more easily
understand platform-specific language, trends, and participant references, while the researcher
without TikTok experience was able to question assumptions that might otherwise have been taken
for granted. This difference helped create a more reflexive analytical process, as interpretations had
to be discussed, explained, and negotiated between both researchers.

Overall, the selection and combination of the methods of this study argued for in the beginning of
the paper, proved to be useful and relevant, because they allowed us to gain a deep understanding
of the participants’ experience and perception of their FYP. Moreover, the choice of studying TikTok
through participants’ own personalized feeds, rather than through standardized or researcher-
selected content also meant that the data was shaped by participants’ choices, memory, and
assumptions about what was relevant to share. The diary entries provided concrete starting points,
while the interviews were necessary for understanding the reasoning behind those examples and
connecting them to broader platform experiences. In line with the interpretivist philosophical
standpoint, the knowledge of this study was co-created between us the researchers and our
participants in order to understand how they experience and perceive the FYP and the curated
content.

8. Conclusion

This thesis explores how young women experience and make sense of TikTok's algorithmically
curated content. Through digital diaries, photo elicitation, and semi-structured interviews, the study
examines how users perceive algorithmic curation, particularly in relation to personalisation,
identity, social norms, information, and critical reflection.

The findings show that users are generally aware of the algorithm but they do not have a technical
understanding of how it works. Due to the opacity, they actively develop their own practical
explanations and theories to explain how content appears on the FYP, including beliefs that “Every
Interaction Counts”, “It Thought | Wanted More of It”, “One Evening Search and Then It Went Off the
Rails”, “TikTok Knows So Much About Me”, “It's Listening to Us”, “My Feed Comes in Waves”, and
“Suddenly Everyone Had It on Their FYP”. These algorithmic folk theories demonstrate that users are
not passive recipients of curated content, but actively interpret, negotiate, engage, and make sense
of how TikTok operates. At the same time, uncertainty and speculation remain central to how the
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algorithm is understood when other explanations are not enough. Personalisation was therefore
valued when it felt useful, but questioned when it felt too accurate or specific.

The study further suggests that TikTok functions both as a reflection of identity and as a process that
reinforces some aspects of identity to become more visible and meaningful. Content was often
experienced as relatable because it reflected existing interests, values, and experiences, yet
repeated exposure also reinforced particular interests, preferences, and self-understandings over
time. Rather than acting as a neutral mirror, TikTok operates as a feedback environment in which
recognition and reinforcement overlap.

At the same time, curated content did not only reflect users’ existing sense of self. Through repeated
exposure to similar content and introduction of new content, TikTok could make certain topics,
behaviours, or opinions appear more visible and socially relevant. This suggests that the platform’s
influence often worked less through direct influence and more through repetition and familiarity,
where what appears again and again can begin to feel normal, desirable, or important over time. In
this sense, social norms were not simply adopted. Instead, they were actively interpreted, accepted,
rejected, or questioned depending on how they aligned with existing values and experiences and on
how established the user's self-conceptin relation to the topic is.

The findings also show that users critically reflected on both the platform and the curated content
they encountered. TikTok was not experienced as fully trustworthy, especially when it came to high-
stakes information such as politics, health, and medication. In these cases, users often approached
content with scepticism and relied on other sources to verify information. However, this scepticism
did not mean that TikTok had no influence. Even when content was not fully trusted, the platform
could still shape awareness by introducing topics, making certain issues more visible, and
influencing what seemed worth investigating further. Critical reflection therefore existed alongside
continued use and influence.

The study becomes particularly important in showing the tensions that shape everyday TikTok use.
Users valued personalisation but became suspicious when recommendations felt too accurate.
They understood that engagement shaped their feeds, but repeated content could still feel like
evidence of broader social reality. They used TikTok for information, while questioning its credibility.
They also felt that they had shaped their algorithm over time, while still lacking control over what
appeared on their FYP. These tensions show that TikTok use is not experienced through clear
oppositions such as trust or distrust, control or passivity, reflection or influence. Instead, users
constantly negotiate between these positions.

Ultimately, this thesis shows that TikTok’s power lies in the blurred space between mirror and
influence. The FYP feels personal because users recognize themselves in what they see, but that
recognition is shaped by what the platform repeatedly chooses to make visible. Self-perception and
platform influence therefore do not exist as two separate processes; they become intertwined
through everyday engagement with curated content. This is what makes TikTok difficult to interpret:
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it can feel like it is showing users who they are, while also quietly shaping what becomes
recognizable, desirable, and meaningful to them. As algorithmically curated environments become
increasingly embedded in everyday life, understanding this dynamic becomes increasingly
important. The question is no longer whether platforms influence users or merely reflect them, but
how the two become so deeply intertwined that distinguishing between them becomes difficult in
the first place.

9. Implications

The main implication of this study is that platforms like TikTok should provide more practical
information around recommendations. When users do not know why content appears or how to
reduce unwanted recommendations, they are left to explain the system through their own
assumptions. Transparency should therefore not only mean giving general descriptions of how the
algorithm works. It should help users understand specific recommendation moments: why they are
seeing a video, what types of engagement may have contributed to it, and what they can do if they
want less of that content. This would make the relationship between user behaviour and platform
curation easier to understand.

In addition, while this understanding of the mechanisms behind personalisation is important, there
is also a need to build awareness of how algorithmically curated environments can shape
perceptions of social reality. Interestingly, several participants shared with us that while completing
the digital diaries, they became more reflective of the content they encountered, the patterns of their
daily sessions, the assumptions they made. This suggests that opportunities for reflection may help
users engage more critically with personalized content environments. Digital literacy initiatives
could therefore place greater emphasis on helping users critically reflect on how repetition,
amplification, and personalisation influence what feels familiar, relevant, trustworthy, or socially
accepted.

10. Future Work

An interesting topic for future research relates to age and identity development. While all
participants in this study were Gen-Z women, the sample included individuals from the bottom of
the age bracket to the top of the age bracket. When doing the interview, we realized there are some
subtle differences in how established the youngest' and oldest’ self-concepts appeared to be. In
particular, the youngest participant often expressed greater uncertainty and exploration regarding
her interests, preferences, and future self. This raises questions about whether younger users with
less established self-concepts may be more likely to be influenced by the algorithm. Therefore,
future research could investigate the experiences of teenagers, whose identities are often still under
development, to better understand how algorithmically curated content may interact with identity
formation processes at earlier life stages.
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Furthermore, the theme of "sides" of TikTok emerged throughout the literature review but was not
explored in depth. Participants frequently referred to distinct communities and interests, that
appeared related to both their sense of belonging and their perceptions of whatis normalor common
on the platform. Future research could therefore examine how users navigate different sides of
TikTok, how these communities contribute to identity construction and social norm formation, and
how algorithmic curation influences movement between them.

The tensions identified in Section 7.5 highlight the complexity of users' relationships with
algorithmically curated content and point to areas that remain insufficiently understood. Exploring
these dynamics in different demographic groups, cultural contexts, and platform environments
could contribute to a more nuanced understanding of how users make sense of increasingly
personalized digital media.
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