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USER-GENERATED CONTENT

In 2005, most writers were boycotting Amazon. At the
time, the online retailer was viewed as an imminent threat
to independent bookshops, though not yet as a threat
to retailing as we knew it. But one writer, Kevin Killian,
was secretly leaving reviews on the loathed platform. By
the time of his death in 2019, Killian had published over
2,500 reviews of books, films, and miscellaneous house-
hold products on Amazon—enough reviews to earn him a
spot in Amazon’s “Reviewer Hall of Fame.” In interviews,
Killian explained that he started posting Amazon reviews
after an illness left him unable to write anything of length
or substance. Over time, his reviews, which were eventu-
ally compiled and published as an open-source book, would
serve as more than writing therapy. In Killian’s words, “I

have often used Amazon reviews as a springboard to doing



other kinds of writing projects. So when you read them,
yeah, they're reviews of a sort, but they also seem like
novels. They’re poems. They're essays about life. I adopt
a different persona in them. . . . So yeah, I get a lot of
my kinks out there, on Amazon.”* But Killian’s Amazon
reviews—a conceptual writing project that spanned more
than a decade—also served another purpose. Because his
reviews, which represent a type of “user-generated con-
tent,” always served his own needs and not simply Ama-
zon’s, they ultimately served as an ongoing reminder of
user-generated content’s original promise—to collapse
the line between consumers and producers.

In the 2020s, readers may have difficultly appreciat-
ing that user-generated content once appeared ripe with
creative, political, and even subversive possibilities. But
a time existed when optimism about user-generated con-
tent abounded. It promised to revitalize the public sphere,
lay the groundwork for the rise of citizen journalism, bring
marginalized voices to the center, and enable writers, mu-
sicians, filmmakers, and artists without access to publish-
ing houses, record labels, big-time production money, or
gallery or museum space to reach increasingly broad au-
diences. Some of these things turned out to be true. Let-
ters to the editor are no longer the only or primary way
to publicly participate in political debates as regular folks.
Citizen journalism has expanded around the globe. And,
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for better or worse, platforms for user-generated content
like Twitter, Instagram, and YouTube have created a mas-
sive audience for all sorts of rising stars, whether or not
they exhibit any notable talents.

However, user-generated content—a concept that
has at times been used contiguously with overlapping
concepts ranging from “convergence culture” to “partici-
patory culture” to “peer production”—wasn’t just about
regular people widely circulating their ideas, words, im-
ages, and performances. What most people didn’t realize
in the 1990s or even early 2000s is how, where, and to
what ends the content they were now freely sharing on-
line would help generate revenue for private companies
and, in many cases, lay the foundation for the develop-
ment of new technologies, including some that would
eventually be turned against users. Concluding that the
history of user-generated content is simply a history of
deception would be unfair. The creators of some early user-
generated platforms weren’t fully aware of the potential
profits they might reap from the data assets they were
accumulating. Also, even well into the digital era, not all
user-generated initiatives are driven by greed or big tech’s
desire to drive its own research and development agendas.
For this reason, the history of user-generated content may
be best understood as a history of conflicting desires and
agendas.
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The Long History of User-Generated Content

Although user-generated content may be a relatively new
phenomenon, users did contribute to the creation or de-
velopment of products before 2000. In fact, there is a long
history of users making contributions to the production
of texts and other products to which they never held copy-
right or ownership.

In the early years of movable type, for example, books
were frequently printed dozens of times, with subsequent
editions incorporating changes and corrections. In some
cases, the changes and corrections were driven by the
author, but other early printed books were revised and
republished due to additions and revisions proposed by
readers. Sebastian Munster’s Cosmography, for example,
first appeared in 1544 and went through eight editions
in Munster’s lifetime and another thirty-five editions by
1628. The revisions were largely the result of additions
and corrections offered by his readers. In her seminal
work on the history of the printing press, Elizabeth Eisen-
stein describes the culture of the early print world as one
where editors and publishers “did not merely store data
passively in compendia” but also “created vast networks of
correspondents” by soliciting criticism of each edition and
“sometimes publicly promising to mention the names of
readers who sent in new information or who spotted the

errors which would be weeded out.”? In this respect, early
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printers and readers, according to Eisenstein, were en-
gaged in endeavors that resonate with the crowd-sourced
and user-generated projects that have come to define con-
temporary communications.

As the popularity of encyclopedias and compendiums
declined, readers continued to contribute to the research
and development of at least some types of texts. In 1857,
the Unregistered Words Committee of the Philological So-
ciety of London issued a circular calling for volunteers to
read specific books and copy out quotations that offered
examples of “unregistered” words and meanings (i.e.,
items not yet recorded in other dictionaries). The original
proposal wasn’t intended to develop a complete dictionary,
but as volunteers continued to respond to the Philological
Society’s call for assistance, a decision was made to create
anew English dictionary. This user-generated experiment
eventually led to the publication of the first Oxford English
Dictionary.® Beyond dictionaries, user-generated content
has also long been a mainstay in the travel guide indus-
try. In the twenty-first century, TripAdvisor relies entirely
on user-generated content. The platform, which was built
with just $3 million in investments but was worth an es-
timated $7 billion by 2016, has transformed how people
make decisions as they travel around the world.* Yet, as
early as the late nineteenth century, travel guides were al-
ready being developed with the help of travelers. As John
Muirhead, the English-language editor of the Baedeker,
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observed in 1889, “A guidebook is not made, it grows.”
Muirhead further explained, “When a new edition is being
prepared, the first thing we do is to go carefully through
the mass of correspondence, generally very voluminous,
which has come to hand. This consists of hotel bills, notes,
complaints, and suggestions.”

From encyclopedias to dictionaries to travel guides,
there is a long history of readers contributing to the re-
search and development of texts. But since the 1990s,
three things have radically transformed how regular folks
contribute to the production of texts and images of all
kinds: an expanded capacity to engage in the production of
audio and visual content; an expanded capacity to broad-
cast these creations; and most importantly, an expanded
capacity for private companies to turn such creations
into assets.

The Ability to Generate Content across Media

In a print culture, user-generated content was generally
restricted to one type of content—text. In a digital cul-
ture, users can now share more than words. Since the
launch of digital photography and mobile devices, user-
generated content is now just as likely to take the form of
photographs, videos, and sound recordings as it is to take
the form of text. With user-generated content now be-
ing produced across media, there is more user-generated

content and, more importantly, such content is no longer
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restricted to wordsmiths. Today, anyone, even very young
children or people with limited literacy skills, can easily

contribute to the content pool.

The Ability of Users to Publish/Broadcast Content

In the past, users could submit content—whether suggest-
ing words to the editors of the Oxford English Dictionary or
travel advice to the editors of the Baedeker guides—but in
a print culture, such users were still entirely dependent on
the editors of these volumes to put their ideas into print.
In a digital era, sites may be moderated, but users can
generally make a small edit to a Wikipedia page, submit a
review on Yelp, or post a dance performance on YouTube
without waiting for anyone’s approval.

Capacity to Capture, Manage, and Profit from User-
Generated Content

In the twenty-first century, user-generated content can
be easily captured, managed, and transformed into an as-
set. To begin, user-generated content can now be captured
across media twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week;
and in some cases, users are not even aware that their con-
tent is being captured. Second, the ability to manage large
data sets has expanded. No longer dependent on editors
manually sorting through the mail, data can now be auto-
matically collected and mined. As such, volume is no lon-

ger a concern, and this has led to another important shift.
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Because we now have the capacity to capture, collect, and
mine increasingly large sets of data, we can deploy user-
generated content to achieve entirely different ends. Face-
book’s users may upload photographs in order to share
memories with friends and family, but these photographs
are valuable to Facebook for an entirely different reason.
With millions of tagged photographs, Facebook can sup-
port the development of facial recognition technologies,
among other things. Simply put, brought to scale, user-
generated content exceeds its original purpose and, in the

process, becomes increasingly valuable as an asset.

So, what’s changed since the days of crowd-sourced en-
cyclopedia, dictionary, and travel guide publishing? Back
in the sixteenth century, if you contributed an update to
Munster’s Cosmography, your update likely remained your
update—a correction or new factoid that would simply
help make Cosmography a more accurate and relevant re-
source. Today, some user-generated content—for example,
a correction or addition to a Wikipedia page—maintains
its original purpose, but a lot of other user-generated
data is collected under one pretense and then used for
different purposes. User-generated content is now more
likely to also circulate as, to use Lyotard’s term, “invest-
ment knowledge”—knowledge exchanged to optimize the
performance of an entirely separate endeavor. This may

sound problematic, and in many respects it is, but this
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doesn’t mean user-generated content has always been or
currently is entirely at odds with user needs.

The Promise of User-Generated Content

To appreciate the original promise of user-generated con-
tent, consider some of the other ways in which it has been
described over time. While user-generated content has
always been the favored term in a corporate context, al-
ternative terms such as convergence culture, participatory
culture, and peer production have often been favored by
scholars, cultural workers, and digital activists. Whether
or not you opt to embrace these terms, they matter. Above
all else, they remind us that before user-generated content
was viewed as merely a part of the endless data stream re-
quired to fuel tech companies, it was envisioned as some-
thing that held the potential to transform culture, media,
and production endeavors of all kinds.

Consider the terms convergence culture and participa-
tory culture. Media theorist Henry Jenkins is generally
credited with coining the former term and populariz-
ing the latter. Early on, Jenkins recognized that we live
in a world where content can and will be increasingly
monetized by private corporations. As he observed in his
2006 book Convergence Culture, “corporations—and even

individuals within corporate media—still exert greater
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power than any individual consumer or even the aggre-
gate of consumers.” Still, in retrospect, Jenkins’s use of
the concepts of convergence culture and participatory cul-
ture reflected a certain optimism about the world users
might build online. “In a world of media convergence,”
Jenkins observed, “every important story gets told, ev-
ery band gets sold” (cynically, he also noted that “every
consumer gets courted across multiple media platforms”).
He further insisted that in this new online world, “Rather
than talking about media producers and consumers as
occupying separate roles, we might now see them as par-
ticipants who interact with each other according to a new
set of rules that none of us fully understands.”® Jenkins’s
position on convergence culture and participatory culture
was never naive, but it also wasn’t dripping with cynicism.
“Convergence culture is where old and new media collide,”
he concluded. It is “where grassroots and corporate me-
dia intersect, where the power of the media producer and
the media consumer interact in unpredictable ways.”
Ultimately, Jenkins imagined a world where consumers
might be increasingly repositioned as producers and once-
marginalized voices might finally have at least a chance of
taking center stage.
Around the time that Jenkins was writing about con-
vergence culture and participatory culture, legal scholar Yo-
chai Benkler was sharing another vision for this new world

order. Usingthealready-established practice of open-source
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software as a central example, Benkler envisioned a world
where problems might be tackled with increased efficiency.
In his 2002 Yale Law Journal article “Coase’s Penguin, or,
Linux and The Nature of the Firm,” he accurately predicted
that we were about to enter a “third mode of production
in the digitally networked environment.” Before YouTube,
Facebook, or Flickr had even launched, Benkler foresaw
the arrival of an era of “commons-based peer production.”
He used the term peer production to distinguish this new
mode of production from earlier modes of property- and
contract-based production. With peer production, Benkler
observed, “groups of individuals successfully collaborate
on large-scale projects following a diverse cluster of moti-
vational drives and social signals, rather than either mar-
ket prices or managerial commands.”

While Benkler, like Jenkins, never assumed that this
emerging mode of peer production would be immune to
cooptation, in 2002, his optimism seeps through. Among
other things, Benkler believed that commons-based peer
production would take the guesswork out of sourcing tal-
ent. After all, as he argued, “peer production has a system-
atic advantage over markets and firms in matching the
best available human capital to the best available informa-
tion inputs to create information products.” That is, if in
the past one had to rely on serendipity to bring together
a dream team of designers or engineers to solve a prob-

lem, in the emerging commons-based peer production
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world, serendipity would no longer be necessary for two
key reasons. First, peer production increases the chances
that the best person for any given job will actually end up
doing the job, because jobs that were previously closed
(e.g., limited to employees with specific credentials) will be
opened up to the broader public. Second, peer production
removes traditional obstacles posed by property and con-
tracts by decreasing the cost of “allowing larger clusters
of potential contributors to interact with large clusters of
information resources in search of new projects and op-
portunities for collaboration.” Put simply, in the world of
commons-based peer production, problems are presented
and solutions are crowd-sourced by the best minds around
the world without all of the hassle of old-world models
with their credential vetting, contracts, and expectation
that collaborators will necessarily assemble in the same
room and work face to face for extended periods of time.
Jenkins’s and Benkler’s early writings on user-
generated content are by no means driven by an identi-
cal agenda, but they had at least one thing in common.
Both theorists agreed that with the shift to participatory
culture or peer production, more people—regardless of
their identity, credentials, or locations—will be able to
come together to engage in cultural production, debate is-
sues, and solve problems. Of course, by the time Jenkins
and Benkler were weighing in on this subject in scholarly

publications, digital activists had been making similar
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arguments for well over a decade, albeit not necessarily
in the form of peer-reviewed articles or university press
books.

One of the earliest and most well-known groups to ex-
press the arguments later popularized by theorists such
as Jenkins and Benkler was the WELL (Whole Earth ‘Lec-
tronic Link)—a freewheeling virtual community started
by the same commune-supplying hippies responsible for
the Whole Earth Catalog in the early 1970s. The WELL has
always recognized that “users” (what the WELL would de-
scribe as “members”) aren’t just people who generate stuff
to occupy virtual spaces. What members produce isn’t con-
tent per se but rather a virtual form of bricks and mortar.
Kevin Kelly, a cofounder of the WELL who later served
as an executive editor at Wired, has said that when the
WELL started, it was driven by seven design goals, includ-
ing a commitment to making the WELL a “self-designing
experiment”—that is, a place where “early users were to
design the system for later users.”® In this respect, from
its inception, the WELL understood user-generated con-
tent as raw material laying the foundation for new forms
of community.

Precisely because content generated by users was once
viewed as both the stuff required to build new contain-
ers and the stuff that might occupy these new containers,
many cyber optimists believed early on that users might

eventually rebuild the world online and, in the process,
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overcome the entrenched inequities and access barriers of
reallife. On February 8, 1996, when many people were still
figuring out how to connect their home modem to their
desktop computer, John Perry Barlow—a cattle rancher,
early member of the WELL, and founding member of
the Electronic Frontier Foundation (EFF)—published
his now-infamous cyber manifesto, “A Declaration of the
Independence of Cyberspace.” The manifesto wasn’t just
a call for governments around the world to back off and
leave cyberspace alone. It reflected the utopian ethos prev-
alent at the time: the belief that users were building a new
and better world online. From its opening statement—
“Governments of the Industrial World . . . On behalf of
the future, I ask you of the past to leave us alone. You are
not welcome among us. You have no sovereignty where we
gather”—to its conclusion—“We will create a civilization
of the Mind in Cyberspace. May it be more humane and fair
than the world your governments have made before”—
Barlow meant business.™* He wasn’t alone. The manifesto
and the work he would ultimately carry out through the
EFF remain deeply rooted in a belief that online, users can
change the world by reimagining its parameters, altering
who is invited to engage in its design, and most important,
by wrestling its control out of the hands of governments
and handing it back to the people.

When looking back on the early days of cyberspace

and writings on convergence culture, participatory culture,
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peer production, and the electronic frontier, one finds a
lot of hope about the potential ways in which users might
build new cultures, systems of exchange, and political
structures. Also painfully apparent is the fact that not ev-
eryone was participating in these utopian conversations.
Certainly, user-generated or participatory media may
have once appeared ripe with possibilities, but most of
the people writing about these possibilities (and promot-
ing them) were still white men living in highly industrial-
ized nations—a point that visionaries like Barlow never
fully appreciated. By 2000, media theorist Lisa Nakamura
could say with considerable certainty that “the Internet
‘revolution’ is over,” and worse yet—as had already hap-
pened during most other so-called revolutions—people
of color were left on the margins. As Nakamura observed
at the time, even as terms such as digital divide started
trending, people of color were functionally absent from
the internet.'? Yet, as Nakamura also contends, even with
people of color occupying a marginal role online, the inter-
net was already a place where racial identities, divides, and
inequalities were being produced and reproduced.

Since Nakamura’s Cybertypes: Race, Ethnicity, and Iden-
tity on the Internet first appeared, similar arguments have
been made by other theorists about gender, ability, and
geographic location. At least early on—back when a much
higher percentage of online users were still building vir-

tual infrastructure and doing so at arm’s length from big
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tech, in alternative communities like the WELL—users
may have been dreaming big, but those users certainly
didn’t represent everyone who could have been participat-
ing in this world-building endeavor. To be clear, virtual
communities would eventually become far more diverse.
The Pew Research Center found that in 2000, 38 percent
of Black Americans reported using the internet compared
to 53 percent of white Americans. By 2018, the gap had
closed.”® What changed during that time is important. In
2000, more spaces online were still transaction-free, and
a higher percentage of users were still actively engaged in
building online communities from the ground up rather
than simply adding content to sites and platforms owned
by outside entities. As access expanded, virtual commu-
nities became increasingly diverse, but unfortunately this
expansion coincided with the decline of most early uto-
pian virtual communities and the rise of transactional
communities (e.g., those supported by established social
media platforms).

When User-Generated Content Became an Asset
In the mid-1990s, many people were optimistic about
the potential ways that users might rebuild the world on-

line, but they weren’t all cyber enthusiasts. By that time,

user-generated content was also attracting attention from
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another demographic—big business. With digital busi-
ness still in a nascent stage, business analysts were even
actively looking at underground communities, including
the WELL, to figure out how to start profiting from the
world’s growing digital outputs.

In “Real Profits from Virtual Communities,” an article
published in a 1995 issue of the McKinsey Quarterly, a
team of McKinsey & Company analysts observed, “Elec-
tronic communities have actually existed for many years.
Groups like The Well have spawned strong relationships
and developed their own norms and sense of history.” The
authors of the article recognized that these communities
are “noncommercial’—that is, “Communication, enter-
tainment, and information are their reasons for being, and
contracts tend to be in barter form. Financial transactions
are rare, and often resisted.” Still, they were also confident
that “new kinds of community that are more commercially
focused will emerge soon.”**

The consultants at McKinsey were right. Shortly after
the publication of “Real Profits from Virtual Communi-
ties,” online communities started to become increasingly
transactional. As the McKinsey analysts predicted, while
some online community members did remain resistant
to turning their communities into transactional envi-
ronments (to this day, the WELL is still a nonprofit en-
deavor), as more people went online, consumers—rather

than visionaries—increasingly started to shape the online
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world. But this isn’t the only thing McKinsey’s analysts
accurately predicted in 1995. They also foresaw the poten-
tial for virtual communities to become valuable assets in
a unique new way. Without entirely discounting the pos-
sibility that profits might still be derived from eventually
making virtual communities subscription-based, they
predicted that the real profits would ultimately come from
the “unique content” virtual community members would
generate. The shift from old-world approaches to profit
(i.e., subscriptions) to new-world approaches (i.e., turn-
ing user-generated content into an asset that can be col-
lected, mined, and sold) wouldn’t be simple. Among other
challenges, McKinsey’s analysts cautioned, “Aspiring com-
munity organizers will have to decide which communities
they will try to own. Their decision will be based partly on
the assets that they already possess, such as brands, con-
tent, special skills, and relationships with other commu-
nities.”’®> Many other questions remained unanswered in
1995: How will we structure ownership of user-generated
content? Must these virtual communities be heavily mod-
erated to ensure only the right type of content is gener-
ated by users? Who will be charged with the moderation
of these communities? What types of skills will these mod-
erators need and where will they receive their training? Yet
what was clear as early as 1995 was the potential to turn
virtual communities—their participants, infrastructure,

and especially their unique content—into assets.
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In retrospect, what is most interesting about this
period of internet history is the notable disconnect be-
tween what business analysts and businesses were plot-
ting and what most online users understood about these
future plans. After all, in the 1990s and even well into
the early 2000s, while business analysts and businesses
were actively exploring how to turn users’ comments and,
eventually, users’ digital photographs, videos, and sound
files into assets, most online users remained largely in the
dark about the ways in which their digital output might
be monetized. This is not to suggest that early online us-
ers were completely oblivious. Most people anticipated
that the internet would become more commercialized. In
the 1990s, many people were already worrying that free
sites might eventually be accessible only with a paid sub-
scription and that websites would eventually be cluttered
with advertisements and, as a result, start to look a lot
more like the average newspaper or magazine. What most
people wandering through the “electronic frontier” for the
first time didn’t realize in 1995 or even 2000 was that the
comments they were freely sharing online were already
being viewed as a potential asset by a new class of entre-
preneurs. This lack of awareness is presumably why few
users were concerned about freely sharing information,
even private information, on social media platforms such
as Facebook and photo- and video-sharing sites such as
YouTube and Flickr when they began to appear in the early
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2000s. While a real concern existed that these newfangled
forms of entertainment and communication might even-
tually require a high subscription fee or be colonized by
advertisements, few people were worrying that these sites
might eventually transform everything—even conversa-
tions with friends or exchanges of personal photographs
of birthdays and bat mitzvahs—into assets. But this is
precisely what happened: private companies learned to
exploit users’ online interactions and creativity (i.e., their
content).

As Christian Fuchs argued in his 2013 essay “Class
and Exploitation on the Internet,” user-generated data
is best understood as a commodity that is partially pro-
duced by users and partially produced by the corporations
that build and maintain the platforms adopted by users.
However, as Fuchs further commented, one notable dif-
ference exists between these two players—“users are un-
paid and therefore infinitely exploited.”*® Being unpaid
doesn’t mean that these users aren’t, as scholars such as
Jenkins have long emphasized, also active participants. As
Fuchs suggests, “On Facebook, Twitter, and blogs, users
are fairly active and creative . . . but this active character
is the very source of exploitation.”” Ultimately, the ability
of private companies to exploit users’ online interactions
and creativity (i.e., their content) would drive the success
of the digital economy.
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The Classification of User-Generated Content

Three decades after the arrival of the web, user-generated
content has become ubiquitous. In the process, it has
transformed nearly every sector imaginable from en-
tertainment and education to health and finance. User-
generated content has also restructured our everyday
practices—it has altered how and what we cook, how we
learn, where we travel, and even who we date. Still, dis-
agreements about user-generated content abound. Opti-
mists argue that such content has brought new efficiencies
into our lives (e.g., user-generated content can be collected
and mined to strengthen the supply chain and ensure the
right volume of products are available in the right place at
theright time). Pessimists say that user-generated content
has eroded our privacy and, worse yet, turned us all into
digital laborers who are expected to toil away—without
compensation—twenty-four hours a day. Despite the fact
that user-generated content—love it or loathe it—has
transformed and continues to transform how we work,
play, and live, the classification of user-generated content
remains a challenge.

On Wikipedia, which is just one example of user-
generated content, the entry on “user-generated content”
(at least the entry that existed when I wrote this chapter)
lists eight “types” of user-generated content: blogs, web-
sites, video games, advertising, retailers, educational, photo
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sharing, and short video sharing. What’s striking about
the entry is that the types of user-generated content listed
don’t appear to reflect any classificatory logic at all. A blog
is arguably a specific genre of online writing; a website is
a collection of web pages; a video game is a type of game;
and advertising, photo sharing, and video sharing are all
practices that can take place either online or off. Simply
put, the Wiki entry attempts but fails to classify different
types of user-generated content because it endeavors to
compare genres to collections to practices. Listing blogs,
websites, and video games under the same broad category
is a bit like listing novels, archives, and games in the same
category. As a classification, it doesn’t make much sense.
Yet, once one starts to contemplate how to update the
Wiki entry on user-generated content, classifying such
content becomes far more challenging.

To begin, one might approach the update by classify-
ing user-generated content in relation to established me-
dia categories (e.g., text, image, sound). At the very least,
this approach would reveal how user-generated content
operates across media. But since all digital user-generated
content is streamable, old-world divisions between text,
image, and sound ultimately reveal little about the differ-
ences between different types of user-generated content.
Said another way, while the differences between a book, a
printed photograph, and a vinyl record may be significant,
the differences between a blog post, a digital photograph,
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and an MP3 are less clear. So, what if one focused in-
stead on the function of different types of user-generated
content?

Classifying user-generated content by function might
draw attention to content whose primary function is to
review products or services (comments left on a platforms
like Yelp or Amazon); share opinions (reader comments
on the New York Times or Fox News site); entertain (vid-
eos on YouTube or Vimeo); offer feedback on the user’s
health, habits, or lifestyle (Fitbit); connect with family and
friends (Facebook or Instagram); and so on. This classifica-
tion might be helpful, but it would remain entirely user-
centric, and as previously noted, user-generated content
is often employed in ways entirely unknown to the people
who generated the content. A more difficult but by no
means less important endeavor, then, would be to classify
user-generated content in relation to how it is used by the
owners of digital platforms that rely on user-generated
content. Such a classification system might separate user-
generated content produced for the pharmaceutical indus-
try (the user-generated data about monthly periods left
on Clue) from user-generated content produced to drive
facial recognition technologies (photographs posted on
Facebook and Instagram). But again, this classification
would still fail to capture the fact that the content in ques-
tion isn’t just generated or used for one purpose or by one

entity. The user-generated content shared by users on the
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family-history site Ancestry.com, which includes genetic
data, not only supports the platform’s own research and
development (helping the company to improve its plat-
form) but also is used to support research in other fields,
including the pharmaceutical industry.

As data is posted, collected, combined, mined, and
traded, both its original medium and message cease to
matter. As such, any attempt to classify user-generated
content based on medium or message is bound to run
into problems. Rather than attempting to classify types
of user-generated content, it may be more valuable to fo-
cus on tracing its life cycle. Ultimately, what distinguishes
digital user-generated content from early forms of user-
generated content and other types of digital content (e.g.,
content produced by the owners of platforms) is its capac-
ity to morph over time—to transform from a communica-
tive act originating from a single user to one small bit of
datain alarger database, and then to a form of investment
knowledge that exists to optimize services, products, and
schemes that the original user may have never imagined

possible.
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