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Abstract of Thesis

Are Black Women Influencers Experiencing a Post-COVID Increase in Online Hate?
Research suggests that social media has redefined what social environments are

and how society interacts within them due to extenuating factors like echo chambers and
a growing dependence on social media for human interaction. After the post-COVID shift
to social media as a prevalent form of communication, there has been an intensification
and normalization of hateful rhetoric and the dehumanization of Black women who are
influencers. The paper will explain how social media users now utilize platforms to
supplement or replace interpersonal connections, and how increased anonymity and
weakening of social decorum in online spaces facilitate harmful communications. The
coarsening of social media manners has negative impacts on Black women influencers,
specifically as their reach allows for exposure to vastly different internet spaces, some of
which are antagonistic. This research will shed light on the dangers of developing and

pervasive problems across platforms like TikTok, Instagram, and X.
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Introduction

“I was on the social team, and so that kind of like thrust me into the world of
social. I never thought I really wanted to do it career-wise, but it was a really cool
internship opportunity, and I got to go to all these cool events.... I was just creating
content, and then I started making like compilations of like vintage photos of like Black
women online that [ would go on Pinterest and stuff, and I would post those videos, and
people seemed to really like them. Then, I just got really interested in the stories behind
those photos, so I started reading on them...I just started talking about the book, and
people really liked me, like talking in front of the camera. It wasn’t like it was just the
photos or like my voice, as I had done that previously, but that didn’t really perform well,
so I realized at that moment people like to see me in front of the camera, and that’s kind

of how I got started in my creation journey.”

As society continues to rely on the internet for education, commerce,
communication, etc., researchers are now tasked with contemplating the emerging
drawbacks of this newfound dependence. The digital renaissance of the 2000s has
ensured that the internet was solidified as an integral and essential part of society, not just
a simple tool for connectivity or entertainment. As the internet has reached a level of
necessity on par with critical resources such as electrical power, it has improved the
quality of everyday life but also altered the perceived reality that people in society live in
through curated algorithms and viewer curation (Romeo, 2024). With the growing
importance of the internet, scholars are researching how these changes are impacting

communication dynamics and interpersonal relationships (Romeo, 2024).



One of the most relevant examples has been the seemingly emotionally
heightened way that audiences have engaged with influencers and media figures in the
past decade due to a cluster of economic, cultural, or even public health impacts that have
affected communication. Since the COVID-19 Pandemic, there has been a noticeable
uptick in violence against women globally, both in real life and in the digital space
(Venditto & Amaambo, 2022). A noticeable coarseness is present in digital
communication as well as an increase in online hate speech that has found its way into
many forms of communication on social media, which has been levied against
marginalized groups (Keum, Wong, & Sanders, 2024). Liam Hacket, the CEO of Ditch
the Label, the youth charity, and a co-author of a report on the increase of online hate
with Brandwatch, describes the COVID-19 pandemic as a ‘perfect storm’ for trolls
(Baggs, 2021). According to the joint report, online hate speech in the UK and US had
risen by 20% since the start of the pandemic, and the online hate had a pattern of spiking
in reaction to major events like the Black Lives Matter protests or the start of the
pandemic (Baggs, 2021). As of 2024, 56% of Americans polled have at some time in
their life experienced some form of online harassment, with 22% citing that in the past 12
months, they experienced severe harassment (Online Hate and Harassment, 2024). The
LGBTQIA+ community continues to experience high rates of harassment among
marginalized groups, with 40% of people polled saying that they experienced some type
of harassment and 32% experiencing severe harassment (Online Hate and Harassment,
2024). Liam stated that one of the issues with combating this phenomenon of online hate

is “Because we've normalized it, and that's part of the problem - this should not be



considered a normal part of life. (Baggs, 2021)” To improve and reconstruct online social

behaviors, there needs to be an effort to research and properly address this issue.

Now it seems that even small perceived infractions of an invisible social contract
between creator and audience can be viewed as a betrayal of audience members' trust.
This specific process can be observed through social media concepts like ‘cancel culture’,
‘exposing’, or ‘stan wars’. This is when creators’ actions are exposed, and viewers begin
to leave hate comments or block their offending creators en masse, or when fan bases
fight with other fan groups in defense of the public figure whom they support. These
strongly supportive actions are in reaction to the relationship curated by the audience
member speaking to or regarding the public figure as if they are communicating with a
close friend, not a virtual stranger; this can also be a fault of another emerging internet

phenomenon, parasocial relationships (Giles, 2002).

Parasocial relationships can best be described as a one-way relationship that is
fostered through continuous exposure to a public figure through the viewers consumed
media (Giles, 2002). While consuming that famous person’s content, the viewer can
begin to form a bond that mimics friendship by understanding aspects of that influencer's
or media figure's personality, hopes, or aspirations, which simulates a deep relationship.
In all fairness, facilitating that level of trust and likability is a fundamental aspect of
influencers’ jobs and part of the internet that is important for building community and
generating sales. People value authenticity and expertise now, and consumers will buy
from those who have established those qualities, which is fine systems as influencer

marketing is a growing industry. However, the most problematic aspect of this



relationship is that this familiar relationship can rarely, if ever, be reciprocated by the
content creator being observed because of the one-way communication. In short,
behavior like this has the capability to facilitate an almost cult like following in a
relationship centered around one person who does not know their audience personally;
this can be dangerous. This can also become mentally stifling if content is used to fulfill
the need for human connection. If a social media user begins to depend solely on media
figures as friends, they risk losing real face-to-face communication. Users also risk
developing coarse online communication habits if they migrate to social media to fill a

need for connection.

Some of these phenomena have already been explained through theories, like the
online disinhibition effect, which is the uninhibited and unrestricted way that people can
behave on the internet when they are anonymous on the internet which can make them
feel removed from their actions and the consequences (Suler, 2004). This behavior is
marked by the individual behaving differently than they would during in-person or face-
to-face communication (Suler, 2024). Research shows that “individuals may more easily
engage in aggression due to the physical and temporal distance between the harmful act
and its consequences, the anonymous environment, and text-based communication” (Wu,
2024). Evidence suggests that online disinhibition is a risk factor for behavior that can
lead to online cyberhate and cyberbullying (Wu, 2024). This behavior as a means of
control can be specifically observed in cultural or situational contexts where the
expression of negative emotions can be discouraged or explicitly prohibited (Wu, 2024).
In turn, creating online spaces that serve as an outlet for people’s pent-up frustrations,

which can ultimately lead to this uptick in online harassment.



This thesis will focus on the effects that this social media landscape is having on
Black women influencers who must navigate this space and have a unique insight
regarding online hate in relation to the intersection of race and gender. There will be a
dissection of not only the issues surrounding problematic aspects of communication on
the internet, but also how the increased issues, such as overuse of the internet, possible
social isolation, and coarse online discourse, are impacting Black female influencers
specifically in the social media space. Robust research on this topic is limited due to the

esoteric nature of the topic.

The study of social media is a complex one, as there are a multitude of
contributing factors that impact how the industry has transmuted over the years. One of
the issues with studying such a large topic as the state of communication on social media
platforms is time. With one of the major platforms, YouTube, being founded in 2005, and
Instagram being founded in 2010, there is a lack of time to observe long-term effects and
trends (Arthurs, Drakopoulou, & Gandini, 2018). Furthermore, one of the biggest recent
applications in the world, TikTok, was launched in 2016, making it hard to study as there
is not even 10 years’ worth of data available at this time. From 2004 to 2018, there have
been many shifts in trends and top-performing platforms. Notably, in 2006, the top three
platforms were Myspace, YouTube, and Twitter, with the biggest social media platform
at the time, Myspace, having a few million users, and at one point in the same year
surpassed Google as the most visited site in the US (Ortiz-Ospina, 2019). Looking
forward over a decade in 2018, the top 3 social media platforms were Facebook,
YouTube, and WhatsApp, with Facebook alone having 2.4 billion users (Ortiz-Ospina,

2019). Advancements in social media as an entertainment hub and its expansion as a



viable job market for people in front of the camera, as well as behind the scenes have

changed and been exacerbated by so many factors.

Two additional crucial factors impacting the development of social media are the
economics and the business side of the industry. It is now economically advantageous to
participate in work in this field, as 20 years ago, when many platforms were in their
infancy and had no established system for monetization on the platform. The average
growth for global social media advertising has grown 18.1% per year, with social media
marketing spending reaching $56,677,000,000 for 2021 in the United States (Social
Media Forecast). Now, there is a diversity and plethora of users who are in the industry to

make money doing just about any niche or style of content.

In terms of the business side, platforms are constantly being acquired, with
examples such as Facebook becoming Meta, and Meta acquiring Instagram and
WhatsApp, and connecting them. The billionaire Elon Musk acquired Twitter, now
known as X, in 2022, and now safety guidelines and censorship have been greatly
reduced on the app, which impacts the app overall as well as for the viewers and
consumers of media (Ray & Anyanwu, 2024). There was a nearly 500% increase in use
of the N-word during the first 12 hours of Elon Musk owning X and scaling back on
safety guidelines (Ray & Anyanwu, 2024). There has been an increase in prejudicial
language and hate speech on the platform. It was revealed that a majority of these tweets
were coming from 300 “inauthentic” accounts (Ray & Anyanwu, 2024). While it was
relieving that the hate was mainly a small group participating, the issue still lies in the

fact that the rhetoric was visible; it can degrade members of marginalized communities



and embolden certain individuals to join in with their own hate speech. A high-profile
example of business impacting social media was the dispute between the US government
and TikTok, pertaining to the ownership of the app as it was owned by a foreign entity.
Officials remarked that it was for the security of the American people’s data (Grantham-
Philips & Anderson, 2025). It has now been sold to American companies, so TikTok can
continue to be used in the United States. These examples all served to illustrate the
growing influence and clout of social media, impacting business and acquisition, which

in turn impacts the platform’s development and cultural influence.

However, all the issues discussed can impact how communities on the internet
exist and communicate with one another if these new issues are present. Throughout the
paper, interviews and testimonies with quantitative data are given by Black women
influencers who are active in the social media space across Instagram, TikTok, and
YouTube. With this large breadth of the Black women influencer pool, there is hope to
uncover the shared or perhaps differing sentiments from Black women creators about the
changing social media landscape, as well as getting their opinions on how coarse

communication has impacted not only themselves but the social media landscape.



Literature Review

To begin answering whether Black women influencers are experiencing online
hate post-COVID, the groundwork has to be established through previous research that
addresses parasocial relationships and the shift in communication post-COVID. The crux
of the research was finding material that addressed the specific impact that online hate or
harmful rhetoric had on Black Women, specifically Black women who were influencers
who engage with the internet on a deeper level as experts. That information was far
scarcer and tended to focus on other adjacent subjects that were not quite relevant topics.
This paper seeks to research the relationship between coarsening audience
communication and behaviors post-COVID and the impact that mounting social tensions

and desensitization of online hate are having on Black women influencers.

Parasocial relationships on social media

A popular topic in media communication research has been parasocial
relationships and the effects being observed in evolving verbal and written exchanges
between media figures and their audiences. Parasocial interactions are one-sided
interactions between a media figure and audiences, with the media figure disseminating
content to the audience, but there is no dialogue or interaction from the audience member
to the media figure (Stein, Breves, & Anders, 2022). It is important to emphasize that the
nature of these interactions could leave audiences with the feeling of being familiar with
the media figures' likes and dislikes, lifestyle, schedule, etc., in short, intimate knowledge

that traditionally was reserved for people who knew each other personally. Truthfully,



these relationships are fundamental to influencers’ work, as the audience likes to feel a
connection to the content creator is which is how any lasting relationship is built. Social
media is developing as a personalized type of media; it is even more important for
audiences to feel that trust, and in moderation, there is nothing wrong with that
connection between audience and content creator. For traditional media in regard to
media personalities or fictional characters, this concept may not be that problematic, but
for person-to-person communication, there are possible drawbacks to an audience
building up an intimate relationship and understanding of a person whom they do not
know in real life. The term for the relationship is a parasocial relationship, which is
defined as “bonds that span across multiple reception situations and may, to some degree,
resemble real-life instances of friendship or even romance” (Stein, Breves, & Anders,
2022). A key feature of this concept is that largely anonymous followers and media users
feel that the media figure is a friend or, at a minimum, someone that they know (Leith,

2021).

This is showcased in a study where the effectiveness of social media posts was
measured, and it was revealed that parasocial dynamics played a significant role in
consumer habits. Participants responded to social media posts using the Likert scale to
show how they felt about the content (Kim, 2022). A fake fitness Instagram account
utilizing a fake female influencer created posts that focused on advertising a product
(Kim, 2022). It was discovered that audiences tend to view advertisements more
favorably if the post advertising the product also added personal details about the
creators’ day or life (Kim, 2022). Showing that audiences prefer to feel a sense of

personability or connection to the creator or the content. This has broad implications for



marketing and influencing, but specifically for how audiences now choose to engage with
public figures and choose to perceive them. If content should be more personable and
audiences want to feel like they know the media figure, there could be larger implications
for marginalized groups who may not be well-liked by certain audience members. Or
how the positive emotions can sour when the perceived relationship or trust is broken.
This can be seen in early research on media starting in the mid to late 20th century,
researchers warned that the audience's attachment may lead to them feeling that their
emotions and one-way bond were reciprocated by the media figure, causing them to react
in disproportionate ways to their grievances or happiness with the media figure (Giles,
2002). This now reads as foreshadowing, as these adverse reactions will be discussed

later in this document.

The nature of the parasocial relationship has been addressed, but how the
relationship’s manifestation and expression seem to be evolving will be discussed as
well. The term parasocial was closely associated with liking or loving some type of
media or content creator. In contemporary media discourse, that term and the relationship
associated with it have a more ambiguous role, people in these relationships can be
obsessed with the creator or leading hate campaigns against them. 10 years ago, the idea
of ‘living rent-free in someone’s head’ was more of an interpersonal dig for people who
knew each other more personally. Now, there are pages dedicated to talking badly about
certain creators; the amount of time spent thinking about the content creators seems to be
increasing, regardless of the context of the fixation. The term ‘parasocial breakup’ was
coined to explain the feelings of loss and grief experienced when a parasocial relationship

ends, but the outlet for expressing that disappointment varies (Mardon, 2023). The term
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was originally used to look at involuntary endings for these relationships, like a favorite
character leaving a show. Now with these relationships moving online as well, people
experience the breakups voluntarily by being disappointed or shocked when their favorite
creators are not who they think they are (Mardon, 2023). When speaking about the
breakdown of intimacy between audience and content creators, this was said, “the
intimacy pact between SMIs (social media influencers) and their followers is therefore
perceived to be broken, consumers’ positive parasocial relationships with SMIs do not
always simply dissolve but for some consumers may become negatively charged whilst
maintaining their intensity (Mardon, 2023). If a creator is in some way offensive or
disagrees with specific audience members, massive influxes of hateful messages and
rhetoric are something that they may experience (Mardon, Cocker, & Daunt, 2023). This
observation is to show that there is a dark side to parasocial relationships, and any
extreme emotions felt through online connections can have a myriad of outcomes as

social media persists as a part of the communication diet.

This thesis seeks to address how this requirement of perceived closeness has
impacts on the ways that Black female influencers can navigate the digital space as
individuals who may not be given as much grace or room for error, and the repercussions
that they may face as a result of facing the public's ire. Black women are subject to harsh

online discourse from audience members and trolls alike.

The importance of social media in contemporary communication

The way that audiences are engaging is changing, there is now a massive

emphasis on social media as it has become increasingly important in society and
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communication. It is so relevant to the research to discuss how wide-reaching and
relevant the study of social media is in contemporary society. Social media is integral to
media as it is being used to persuade, inform, and connect others, and the reach of social
media is likely to continue to grow. It is reported that 3.8 billion people worldwide claim
to use social media on a daily basis (Nguyen TND, Tran, Nguyen GHM, Nguyen YK, &

Dinh, 2025).

A closer zoom in on the pervasive use of social media was presented by the
company, Weber. They conducted a study to test how severe some participants'
addictions to X (formerly Twitter) and Facebook were. The results showed that
participants had overwhelmingly affirmative responses that people were dependent on
social media, with over 80% of participants responding that they thought millennials
were addicted to social media (Forgione, Cheong, & Baksh, 2024). One of the more
concerning aspects of the study revealed that when participants had to stop using social
media, they reported experiencing symptoms like feeling isolated, depressed, anxious,
sleep disturbances, headaches, and strained vision (Forgione, Cheong, & Baksh, 2024).
Troublingly, in conjunction with those findings, studies have shown that increased usage
of social media platforms is linked to lower self-esteem and the manifestation of
depressive symptoms (Stanton, Jerald, Ward & Avery, 2017). The studies contextualized

the taxing cycle that the audience may find themselves entrenched in.

Research has shown that people are looking to social media to fulfill emotional
needs or experiences as opposed to experiencing these experiences in real life (Potter &

Rolls, 2011). This has the potential to be problematic due to the close psychological tie
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between emotions and persuasion, as well as the overall wellness of social media users. A
hypothetical example to demonstrate is if someone is inundated with bad or violent
media, it can affect their mental well-being (Potter & Rolls, 2011). The complete

saturation of that media can have an adverse effect on the user's mental health and mood.

When considering the cultural shift towards social media being used as a
prevalent and essential form of communication, there is a new issue of virtual reality
shaping the real world and people’s perceptions. The advent of social media has caused a
shift in relationships between audiences and media figures who interact. One of the most
significant changes to the audience-media figure relationships has been the speed and
ease with which audience members can communicate with any given media figure
through channels like commenting, direct messaging, tweeting, or going live. Another
change has been the democratization of the internet; viewers have become active
participants whose thoughts and opinions now hold some kind of public authority. With
this change in the social structure have come new challenges of perceived access to

content creators as their brands and as individuals.

The first is when media personalities must react to audiences' values and opinions
in real time or possibly face backlash (Hund, 2025). On social media platforms, a general
sense of unrest or dissatisfaction can be felt and observed in the media landscape. With
buzz phrases that give context to the increasingly negative climate of social media, like
the ‘loneliness epidemic’, ‘hate trains’, or the ‘cancellation’ of media figures. It has been
theorized that due to these factors fueling people’s engagement and feelings of attention,

they are incentivized to seek out the instant gratification of social media to exert some
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kind of control in their lives, which can be felt online and in media spaces (Lissitsa &
Kagan, 2024). These factors have led to a prevalent sense of loneliness and isolation
expressed by social media participants of all ages, which has led to an uptick of people
self-reporting experiencing some degree of social media addiction, which most admit has
led them to face adverse mental health effects (Lissitsa & Kagan, 2024). When people
feel that they are not doing well, they can try to feel a sense of control. Without an
acknowledgement of this or any actionable plan on how to address this, extreme
parasocial relationships may continue, and intense responses to media personalities will

continue to edge closer to a precarious point for engagement.

Black Women in Society

Now that the social media landscape and importance of its utility as a form of
communication have been discussed, the analysis of how Black women in the social
media space are uniquely positioned and impacted. Primarily, looking at their position in
the real world and how that informs the intersectional lens through which they are

perceived by those in society and social media audiences.

Black women in particular have stereotypes that paint them as being “self-reliant,
resilient, and self-sacrificing.” This specific stereotype has been coined, the SBW ideal,
the ‘Strong Black Woman’ deal (Stanton, Jerald, Ward, & Avery, 2017). These
stereotypes are remnants of rhetoric that serve to ultimately dehumanize Black women,
tracing back to Black women’s origins in the United States of America (West, 1995). By
framing Black women as being too strong to need help or kindness, it places them in a

space in society where they are seen as not needing help or protection because of their
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strength. A plethora of research has gone into the understanding and identification of
racial stereotypes that have been placed upon Black women, such as ‘the Mammy’, ‘the
Jezebel’, and later ‘the hard-working Black woman’ (West, 1995). The terms served as
devices to focus these ‘negative’ traits on Black women and on the image of Black
womanhood itself, like being a silent and invisible caretaker, over sexual, or someone
who is okay working themselves to the point of exhaustion. While all these racial
stereotypes function differently, they had the same purpose, which was to characterize
and dehumanize Black women in a way that allowed society to disregard their
personhood, rights, and ability to feel pain (Miles, 2019). This can be observed to this
day in society through examples like the medical system, with Black women making up a
large portion of cases of pregnancy loss or complications, mortality, as their pain, ideas,
and voices are largely left ignored as the result of hundreds of years of objectification
(Miles, 2019). This connects to the psychological and emotional assumption that can be
made, that there are certain aspects of misogynoir that Black Women will distinctly and
exclusively experience in a multitude of spaces. Particularly, in the online space, when
viewers do not respect or treat a content creator as a full person, the ramifications for how

someone speaks to or deals with them can be problematic.

There is a definite gap in the understanding of specific intersections of identity,
and the research focused on how members of certain racial groups are treated differently
online has left a lot to be desired in terms of the depth of research. While researching,
there was literature about the issues faced by influencers and even specifically female
influencers, and in very rare instances, Black female influencers' struggles were explored.

Though they were typically referenced in incredibly specific contexts about certain types
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of commodification and racial injustices, there was little about understanding the general
topic of their overall well-being and experiences in the social media space. Few sources
analyzed the treatment and overall differences in the social media landscape for Black
women, which bolsters the idea that Black women’s specific issues can and typically do

go ignored.

Black women’s history in media

The history of the media’s dehumanization of Black women is long and rife with
examples. The answer to the question about the dehumanization of Black women
prompted more research into the history and legacy of the topic. If this is just an
evolution of the dehumanization that, as a society, has been observed. When speaking
about early media and the development of the media personality for ‘influencers’, there
are a few examples that add context to the weight of what these influencers are saying
when referencing the persistent nature of the media's antagonization and indifference
towards Black women. The first example in the early days of media development would
be Eartha Kitt, a prominent Black entertainer who was known for her role as Catwoman
and the singer of hits like Blue Moon. Eartha Kitt went to a White House lunch for
female changemakers and pushed back publicly on the war in Vietnam and the initiative
to fight ‘urban crime’ in front of the then first lady, Lady Bird Johnson (Jackson, 2011).
The response Kitt was met with from mainstream media was horrific. She was spoken
about overwhelmingly negatively in the mainstream media; some of the comments about

her read as “Eartha Kitt’s Tirade on War Leaves First Lady in Tears,” or when a
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columnist described Eartha Kitt as “an ill-bred lady with a great big chip on her shoulder.

(Jackson, 2012)”

The next figure is Tina Turner, the electric musician who sang hits like What’s
Love Got to Do with it and was a Rock and Roll Hall of Fame inductee. She experienced
massive success from the late 60s onward, and she was also famously married to another
musician, Ike Turner. It would later come out that Tina had been abused by him for their
16 years of marriage (Yandoli, 2021). As horrifying and disgusting as her experiences
were, with some of her injuries being so extensive that she would try to take her life at
one point, later, what led to the end of their marriage was her sustaining such visible and
severe injuries. However, the media's response to a domestic abuse survivor telling her
story and publicly dealing with the outcry from that was so horrific. There is an entire
BuzzFeed article that was dedicated to how bad the responses were and highlighted 14
times that people have asked her inappropriate questions and made references to her
abuser in front of her after living through these events. Some examples were a male
reporter asking if Tina Turner had decided to pursue cosmetic surgery because she had
been abused (Yandoli, 2021). Or when the New York Post had an article titled “Ike

‘Beats’ Tina to Death” in the article announcing Ike Turner's passing (Yandoli, 2021).

Up and coming musician and entertainer Aaliyah tragically passed away when she
was young in a plane crash. But there's something incredibly sinister attached to the
beginning of her career, when Aaliyah was 15, she was married R Kelly, with a fake ID
that misrepresented her as being an 18-year-old. Kathy Iandoli, a music journalist and the

author of Baby Girl: Better Known as Aaliyah, Aaliyah’s biography, speaks about the
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media’s response to such a disgusting and illegal event that was seemingly brushed off as
a run-of-the-mill celebrity scandal (Roundtree, 2021). Kathy said, “There was no real
concern for Aaliyah other than snarkily questioning how her parents allowed this to
happen. Instead, the marriage was portrayed as just another celebrity scandal—a mentor
falling for his mentee, a repetitive Hollywood trend of older men dating much younger
women.” (Roundtree, 2021) But as she reviewed the timeline, she discovers how R Kelly
found a way into controlling every facet of Aaliyah’s life, and when the marriage was
annulled it seemed only Aaliyah faced repercussions by being booed at public
performances and her career as a singer being negatively impacted while generally R.
Kelly was lightly referenced as being a creep or odd but faced no real legal repercussions

until much later (Roundtree, 2021).

Black women in the online space

One of the foundations for research on the internet and how brutal the
environment can be for women online is Gamergate. In 2014, game developer Zoe Quinn
created a game and was falsely accused of having relations with journalists to improve
her game score. There was no factual basis for that claim at all, but the lie pervaded the
internet and gaming spaces (Lamensch, 2023). Quinn was the subject of brutal and
violent online rhetoric that was so heinous that she was later doxxed, showing that hateful
rhetoric can lead to physical violence and real-life dangers (Lamensch, 2023). This hate
bled out to other women and in the gaming community in general, with massive amounts
of hate being thrown at prominent women in the gaming community on their gaming and

social media platforms, and platforms like 4Chan, Reddit, etc. Lisa Nakamura, a media
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and gender researcher, suggested that Gamergate “Made public that gaming can be a
uniquely uncivil medium for women, queer people, and people of color. (Lamensch,
2023)” There have been cases made for this event, observing violence and hate in online
spaces, which has been one of the catalysts that radicalized movements of people who
already hated women online. This significant event in internet history may have
emboldened the faceless masses who can throw stones but hide their hands, and that

impacted the trajectory of how women can exist on the internet.

While there was little research that was specifically relevant to influencers, the
overall existence of Black women in the Internet space had some literature that provided
the context to ground the study’s hypothesis in theory. The study conducted in an article
observed the impact felt by people of color who experienced online and offline racism.
The research substantiated that the amount of online hate that the audience members
consumed would affect their mental health more than people who experience less online
hate (Potter & Bolls, 2011). The research showed that there are specific struggles
associated with identity that people of color have to deal with when navigating the
internet in general. However, one of the admitted limitations of the research was the lack
of focus on the different ways in which each minority group would experience online
racism. For example, Black Women and Asian men as two different groups would
experience a difference in the type of racism that they faced (Potter & Bolls, 2011). The
category of people of color was helpful, but too broad to analyze specific ways that

racism distinctly impacted certain ethnic groups.
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This intersectionality can easily be observed on the Internet; it can connect
members of a group and share the stories of marginalized groups, which is a positive, but
it can just as easily spread very negative or harmful information. In the context of Black
Americans, some specific examples are videos of police brutality, online hate campaigns,
disparaging speech focused on Black people specifically, or a reinforcement of negative
stereotypes (Stanton, Jerald, Ward & Avery, 2017). While social media usage in general
can affect mental health, contextualizing this through the lens of both race and gender, it

becomes a more nuanced discussion.

In a more specific context of Black women’s experience on social media. Some
explorative resources took a closer look at how Black women experience racism online in
a way that is specific to their demographic. There are many instances of Black Women
influencers being burdened by issues that are specific to both their gender and race,
which is a unique position for any media figure. One example is when major beauty
brands continued to exclude darker shades from their makeup lines, which prompted
Black women influencers to have to speak out and bring awareness to this issue (Childs,
2022). This is a perfect example of some of the specific and niche intersectional issues
that Black women face. It is common knowledge that when influencers speak out against
brands, specifically the larger brands, they are hurting their ability to get future brand
deals and collaborations, yet the burden is often put on them to speak out about limited
shade ranges or social justice issues that may make them look undesirable or hard to
work with to large-scale brands that will potentially work with them. In the grand scheme

of things, that may not seem serious, however, when talking about a historically
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marginalized group having to further limit their ability and access to gain more resources,

that can become inherently stifling structurally and institutionally.

The Internet in general is becoming more populated, while social media users are
becoming lonelier, which has the chance to facilitate the creation of certain spaces that
become the breeding grounds for negative or hateful sentiments to grow (Hsieh &
Gourneau, 2023). Digital citizenship is the term for the social norms and rules with which
members of the internet should conduct themselves and treat others, similar to the idea of
manners in real-life situations. (Hsieh & Gourneau, 2023). Social media users’ digital
citizenship seems to be declining, with people posting more hateful rhetoric online. This
can plague Black women and position them in a precarious situation as ideas like white
supremacy and misogyny are making a resurgence, with constructs like the Manosphere
and organized hate groups like the Proud Boys being so prevalent and visible. The
Internet has dedicated spaces for these people due to social media algorithms, but again,
the media landscape has become so connected that these groups can still cause harm to

Black female users.

The current study being conducted took inspiration from a book that researched
social media usage, particularly the chapter “Women of Color Cultivating Virtual Social
Capital”. The book analyzed and investigated the different ways that women of color in
the earlier stages of social media, into the mid-2010s, navigated the internet compared to
their white counterparts (Givens & Tassiel2). This chapter discussed the qualitative
research findings of 34 women of color who were surveyed in the United States (Givens

& Tassie 13). Some of the more noticeable differences in how women of color used
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social media were discussed in the data and interviews that proved that minority women
were more likely to create blogs themselves and participate in some form of social
movement or engage with media that had cultural relevance to them (Givens & Tassie
24). It was observed that 34% of minority women were likely to use Facebook to vent
about negative aspects of their everyday life, which shows that at the time, the internet
was used as a safe space for women of color to vent their negative emotions to their

community members.

A decade ago, the internet still had some of the same functions and limitations
that are still challenging for social media users today. An example is the concept of
women of color having to shield themselves from people with hateful or discriminatory
views to avoid the psychological damage from hateful rhetoric by unfriending those who
participated in this type of rhetoric (Givens & Tassie, 20). A positive outcome that was
accentuated was the use of the internet and social media as a tool to reach more
communities outside of the content creator’s or the audience members’ immediate
demographic or community, as observed through the increased participation in social,
environmental, and political justice content engagement that was reported from the 34

women’s behavior compared to their white counterparts (Givens & Tassie, 20).

As times have changed, the function and uses of social media have as well. The
job of a content creator, while it existed, was remarkably underdeveloped compared to
now. Furthermore, more occupations that did not need visibility now require an online
presence to have a brand. Some examples are athletes, actors, or politicians who, 20 years

prior, would be allowed to focus solely on their job, whereas now they need to also curate
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an audience. This is like adding on another job, as being a content creator requires
knowledge of social media platforms, algorithms, the ability to stay on trend, and a social
awareness of the current cultural moment. With these new platforms and social
requirements comes a new understanding of the navigation of social media and what
skills are required to be successful as a content creator, as well as the ability to deal with

constant scrutiny.

Using the example of Angel Reese, who is a promising athlete with a strong
social media presence and personal brand, and her experience as a Black young woman
in the WNBA. It is important to draw a comparison between her and Caitlin Clark, a
fellow former college basketball star turned WNBA star. These two players are credited
as being stars who played a major role in reenergizing the WNBA fan base and attracting
new fans. In their junior and senior years, people began to draw more comparisons
between them, and their behaviors were seemingly similar. They both had typical
boisterous celebratory gestures at times, and trash-talk talked which are both fundamental
and widely accepted hallmarks of the game. However, the hatred that Angel Reese
received for seemingly behaving as other players had was disgusting. The extent of the
racial attacks and hatred was best described in the article. In an article that made direct
reference to Angel going toe to toe with a white nationalist group, the KKK. The article
stated, “after April 1, 2023, a large portion of the tweets we collected about her (Angel)
were definitively negative, calling her classless, using coded racial language, and
sometimes including explicitly racist language, including slurs” (Parsons, 2025). While

the article does note that tweets about her were generally positive. It is challenging to
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know that, for no significant reason, such as harming people, being disparaging, or

starting fights, this is the treatment that this young woman received.

It is also important to note that content creation is now a sought after job and
opportunity as the benefits are hyper visible, with many online wanting to pursue content
creation to get perks and benefits, like free appliances, clothing, trips, experiences, etc.
Sadly, with this new visibility comes the demands of being perceived on a massive scale
during a period of the Internet that may not be as forgiving as it once was. Now, with
discoverability and virality being some of the main functions of social media platforms,
the environment for contemporary social media influencers cannot be as curated or as
able to be turned into a safer space. With the advent of COVID-19, the shift toward social
media to fulfill people’s communication diet rather than face-to-face communication, and
affective polarization occurring in the United States and globally. This paper seeks to
examine how the current social media landscape for Black female influencers is as a

specific group that is largely underrepresented in research.

In this thesis, the focus is specifically on the treatment of Black women
influencers as it pertains to the intersection of gender and race, as well as accounting for

the rapidly evolving online social norms and etiquette.
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Methodology

With all these factors impacting communication and social development, the
question is whether Black women are experiencing an increase in online hate on the post-
COVID social media communication networks. Scholarship and history show that rapidly
changing times are not always the kindest to vulnerable populations or easily harmed
groups. This is true and something to study as the term misogynoir comes to mind. This
is the intersection of misogyny and anti-blackness that specifically only Black women
face. In terms of analysis through the lens of intersectionality, there is a vast amount of
ground to cover in this research, as it explores how this group of people is faring. Also, it
gave indications of where social media communications may be heading if there is still a

lag in moderating hateful communications on these apps.

If communication on social media is becoming as coarse as it is imagined to be,
studying Black women in this intersectional context is important. Because, in the words
of Janie Porter Barrett as she spoke in defense of Black women and girls everywhere,
“No indignity or crime heaped upon her offends society, and in very few cases does it
offend the law; so beyond a doubt she is the most unprotected of all human beings”
(Jones, 2018). It is always worthwhile to investigate how some of the most vulnerable
populations are being treated. Studies have shown that Black women spend time online in
spaces that curate positive community spaces like Black Twitter (X); however, while on
social media, Black women are subjected to seeing or receiving hateful, negative, or
racist rhetoric (Volpe, 2025). That type of negativity can cause stress that may show the

effects this stress can cause in the real world, one of them being Black women getting
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inadequate amounts of sleep due to the stress of being exposed to prejudiced rhetoric or
outside stressors like the COVID pandemic itself (Volpe, 2025). This paper does not
claim that no other group of influencers experiences the hardships associated with being
an online presence but rather shines a light on a specific group so that it may be better
understood when a specific intersectional lens is applied in the study of social media

communications.

To conduct the research, Black women influencers were sought out through social
media channels like TikTok, YouTube, or Instagram, with participants needing to have a
public account. The searches for participants were primarily conducted across four
different online categories. The categories were lifestyle, fashion, media-oriented
(cosplay, gaming, etc.), and commentary. These broad categories helped to regulate the
type of influencer that was recruited and interviewed, so there was a diversity of
influencers represented in the study. To further diversify the participant pool, the button
for finding additional creators that had platforms similar to the creators was utilized, and
at least 3 creators that meet the criteria will be chosen. This was done to mitigate the
weaknesses of the study by building in some metric for what type of influencer would be
in the study, to hopefully circumvent the blind spot of the algorithm, which would have

led to the study recruiting people from similar niches.

The study had 11 participants in the interview process. The general criteria for
what would be considered an influencer in the study were people with more than 1,000
followers on any of the three previously specified social media platforms, TikTok,

YouTube, or Instagram. They must have more than 10 posts that follow a social media
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formula of maximizing SEO, tagging major brands or companies, or sponsored posts. In
terms of the demographic classifications, influencers who have self-identified as women

and as being of African descent were eligible to be interviewees.

When conducting this research, Black female influencers were interviewed
utilizing the semi-structured interview process. A list of 12 questions was brought to each
interview session; however, additional questions or areas of interest that arose were
adequately explored. Interviews took place via face calling apps, such as Zoom, or were
recorded through text, like emailing or sending responses through DM’s or voice
recordings. Below are the lists of questions that were posed to the interviewees; they did

not have to answer any question if they were uncomfortable with doing so.

Black Influencer Qualitative Questionnaire:

1. How did you get into digital content creation? What’s your story been?

2. What is your dominant social media platform?

3. On Instagram, TikTok, X, or YouTube, what changes have you noticed in
audience behavior during and after the COVID-19 pandemic?

4. Have you seen communication become more coarse?

5. Ifyes, what are some tangible ways that you have seen communication become
coarse?

6. What do you think caused this shift?

7. What ways have you changed your messaging or content to better account for this
possible negative shift?

8. How is the social media landscape changing?
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9. Do you see any positive benefits to the changing social media landscape?

10. Do you feel that social media users have begun to dehumanize media
personalities, specifically Black women?

11. What are some examples or instances of coarsening online discourse that, in your
opinion, made you realize that online habits are changing?

12. What do you wish followers and viewers of your content would consider when

engaging with you?

Influencer Context:

Influgncer Nickname v Dominate Platform(s) v Audience Size Err:aetiizem el
Influencer A Instagram and Youtube 47000 10 years
Influencer B TikTok 64000 5years
Influencer C TikTok, Instagram, and TikTok 312000 9 years
Influencer D Instagram and TikTok 14000 5years
Influencer E Instagram and TikTok 1000 8 years
Influencer F TikTok and Instagram 22000 16 years
Influencer G Instagram and TikTok 4000 6 years
Influencer H TikTok 219,000 4 years
Influencer | TikTok and Instagram 2000 1month
Influencer J TikTok and Instagram 5000 5years
Influencer K Instagram and TikTok 2000 3years
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Results

A facet of the evolution of communication is one of the most recent, unprecedented
occurrences, the COVID-19 pandemic. The restriction of having to maintain physical
distance from others that was placed on society forced people to migrate their
communications from real life to the internet, which saw gatherings changing from being
in offices and classrooms to Zoom meetings. The larger implications and cultural shifts
that were a byproduct of the abrupt and prolonged transition of communication still need
to be studied at large. Research shows that social media spaces had a positive impact on
people’s mental health during the pandemic, as it, on average, made people feel less
alone (Latikka, 2022). Yet it also brought about changes that were caused by other
overlapping factors, as Influencer F phrased it, “It’s a combination of many factors.
Conservatism, politics, boredom, simply wanting views...etc.” However, the aspect of the
pandemic that will be analyzed in this study is how a specific vulnerable population is

faring in the wild west of the ever-developing post-COVID social media ecosystem.

To begin, an understanding of the present social media landscape must be
established. One of the new key players in discussions about the social media space must
be the establishment of short-form video content becoming king, with platforms like
YouTube, Instagram, Snapchat, and so on having or integrating short-form video content.
One of the newest and most relevant social media applications is TikTok. In this study,
all 11 of the influencers were mainly utilizing TikTok, whether it be in the context of
operating as a serious creator or simply as a viewer. The close runner-up in terms of

popularity or mention among the influencers was Instagram, with 8 influencers
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specifically referencing it as a platform they use predominantly. The responses mention
other platforms like YouTube as well. As a note, surprisingly, it was assumed that the
alternative platforms like Twitch, Discord, and other long-form or streaming content
would make an appearance. However, in terms of revenue and social media capital, there
is a correlation as these two platforms (TikTok and Instagram) are a part of the top 6
social media platforms, which were Facebook, Instagram, Snapchat, TikTok, Twitter, and
YouTube, being used now that had amassed over 11 billion in advertisement revenue
from companies to market to populations under 18 (Raffoul, Ward, Santoso, Kavanaugh
&, Austin, 2023). There is also a high likelihood that these rankings and revenue numbers
in the past two years have changed remarkably, which again lends itself to the crux of the

study of social media, it is incredibly dynamic, rapidly evolving, and increasingly fickle.

An important backdrop for the framing of this data is that the intersection that
Black women are at in the social media space as being women and people of color leads
to them experiencing uncomfortable, negative, and demanding interactions between loyal
audience members, casual viewers, or hate watchers alike. When conducting interviews,
recorded responses showed an overall tone of the influencers being exposed to some type
of negative or overly familiar sentiments pervading in engagement and interactions
between themselves and people they did not really know. It seems that engaging in and
receiving callous dialogue from a variety of users is the new normal when engaging in

the anonymous social media sphere.

Which begs the question, is the current state of affairs as bleak as it appears?

Perhaps, when asked about the positive benefits of social media, 3 influencers said that
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there were none. Again, these responses can seem a bit pessimistic, but on the other side
of the argument, multiple other responses were full of hope and optimism, so the jury is
still out. Furthermore, some of the interviewed influencers offered a more grounded
perspective of the benefits, with 2 influencers saying that there is a positive monetary
benefit for content creators who are leveraging social media and making a new avenue
for financial gain in general. While seemingly popular positive answers referenced how
social media had a positive impact by helping others to connect with more people and the
ability to experience community in a new capacity, they could also gain exposure to
creative ideas or the ability to connect with more diverse populations. A response that
speaks to the hope and general benefit is when Influencer G said, “I think a benefit is how
easy it is to share important information and have cultural exchanges with other people.
Now people can see broader perspectives and have discussions about them in real time,

which is ultimately a great thing.”

COVID-19 Pandemic Impact on Communication

When asked about the impact that COVID-19 had on social media users and the
perceived shift in communication habits on social media platforms in general, most
interviewees referenced the sudden influx of time associated with the pandemic as one of
the reasons for the changes. Most notably, how prolonged and persistent that significant
gap of time was. There were references in their responses to experiencing a sense of
comfort or normalcy that became a part of the move of communication in the online
space. It was alluded to in some way, the current state of the internet was the natural

progression of affairs; it may have been accelerated because of how long these continued
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pandemic safety procedures went on. As stated by Influencer F, “I would say before
COVID, YouTube was a widely used platform. Though once COVID began and we were
all quarantined at home, TikTok’s viewership and members skyrocketed. TikTok lives,
and the short-form content was extremely easy to consume during those uncertain times,

and that is why TikTok truly became the content creation hub that it did.”

Some of the more popular sentiments about post COVID communication can be
synthesized in Influencer B’s response “Before COVID there was like a politics of
respectability of like what you could say, the political correctness of what you could
comment or say towards a person or creator or like you’re replying to a different
comment I think post COVID you see people, I don’t want to say no one really cares, but
people are comfortable saying like how they feel...I just think it’s like a free-for-all, and I
feel like people, I don’t want to say they’ve gotten meaner, but I feel like people are
comfortable with being mean.” For my question on post COVID changes there were
many references to the general boom in social media utilization at large with interviews
sharing perspectives like “I'm using, like social media as like a search engine,” “TikTok's
viewership and members skyrocketed,” or “With everything shut down, there was

nothing else to do but either get creative, or watch others get creative.”

Another change that was credited to the pandemic was that, in an effort to connect
with others, people began to feel the need to have their opinions be validated and seen.
Influencer G stated, “People need to see their opinions and ideas be validated even when
there’s no real reason for it. Another example was the viral bean soup scandal on TikTok,

a creator called @vibinggranolamom made bean soup for people to eat during their
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menstruation period to help with their iron levels. It is a soup full of multiple types of
beans. People in her comments were continually saying that they didn’t like beans, so
what else could they put in the soup?” This specific example of internet behavior came
up during three different interviews. The Independent and multiple other online news
platforms reported on what was being dubbed the “What About Me effect”, in which
people who spend a lot of time online, also known as being chronically online, when
being chronically online and individualism meet and show up in communication in the
Internet space (Miller, 2023). The need to feel seen and related to is prevalent, which is
causing concern, as Internet habits are presenting themselves as being incredibly
individualistic. People seem to be struggling with engaging with content in any way that

does not center on their individual wants and needs.

Just 5 years ago, if a social media user saw a recipe that they very clearly did not
like, they would simply keep scrolling. But the hyper-curated ecosystem of the Internet
lends itself to people now leaving comments with numerous superfluous suggestions for a
recipe that they otherwise could simply scroll past. Out of context, this Internet
phenomenon can seem unserious and even a little funny, but this sparked multiple
conversations about a lack of critical thinking and glaring individualism on social media
because these traits are now becoming more noticeable issues in the online space. Social
media users are struggling to decenter their individual perspectives and feelings, even
when doing something as innocuous as casually watching a video. Influencer D offered
this robust explanation for why this change might be “TikTok specifically, everybody
downloaded it and everybody got on it...and everybody felt like they needed to express

their opinions about every single thing. I think when you can't go outside and see people
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and you're not talking to people but you still have all these thoughts and feelings and
opinions on everything, how are you going to tell people? You're going to hop on
Twitter, hop on an Instagram story, and you're going to see all these things. So, I think it
just made it oversaturated, every thought made people feel like they need to put their

content and their opinions and the world.”

When asked about COVID-19’s impact, Influencer A first clarified how terrible
the pandemic was but offers some spot of optimism when she said “ I think one of the
few positive things that came from it was social media’s like environment at the time
because I do feel like people had so much more ample time on their hands that they were
really willing to live and lead with curiosity in a way that you don't typically get to do
when you have a 9 to 5 and all of these other routine things that your mind is filled with
every day so I think because people had more time to go online.” This is an optimistic
spin on the changes associated with the public’s mass migration to social media to feed
their need for communication and community. Influencer A does caution that “I do think
that there is more community and an easier sense to build that community digitally online
than before the pandemic, but I do feel like it's become more transactional and it's less
authentic and especially when it comes to interacting with creators.”

The democratization of the internet and the reactive nature of the social media
sphere

When interviewing the influencers, there was a sense of increased engagement
from the audience members, whether that be the audience being more active participants
in their content creation journey by commenting, stitching, or creating their own content.

It gave a sense of the phrase ‘everyone's a critic’, but in previous years, people were not
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also creators simultaneously. As Influencer C stated, “I noticed that maybe more so, like
a large chunk of the audience has a desire and is transitioning from just being like those
who consume the content to also wanting to be creators as well too.” Another example of
this pattern of migration towards content creation is when influencer H said, “I noticed
more people turning to content creation because of isolation. They view it as a means to
connect with others when in-person socialization isn’t possible. Social media is so
expansive that it feels like there’s no limit on who can go viral, but because of that, I
think the clout of being an influencer isn’t what it used to be”. Both quotes give a sense
that more people are participating in content creation and Internet dialogue, which can
ultimately be a positive change, and the change the social norms of communications on
the platforms is being observed. If what it means to be a creator is expanding to
accommodate the rising number of content creators, does that have an impact on how

audience members engage?

Influencer B stated, “I also think that people have become more comfortable with
social media because of their time using it during the pandemic, so now people feel like
everyone's a content creator... Nowadays if you're posting online, you're a content
creator.” It is common knowledge that the social media industry is growing, and users are
increasing by the day. What may stump researchers is how this seeming democratization
of the creator system will impact those who are participating in it, as well as those who
remain viewers. The responses from the influencers gave a glimmer of hope that people
are able to use their voice and create content in a more accessible way, but how that

translates to adherence to social norms will remain to be seen.
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The reactive nature of the internet

A reactive period in communication has been ushered in, whether that be in the
political, public affairs, or entertainment space. According to Static Brain, the average
attention span decreased by 3.75 seconds, going from 12 seconds in 2000 to 8.25 seconds
in 2015 (Static Brain, 2015). This can better explain the faster pace with which people are
receiving and feeling compelled to respond to information. Once a story has broken, there
is almost an immediate need for people to address and respond to the controversy or
stories. Another contributing factor might be that, according to Pew Research, at least
86% of adults sometimes get their news from a smartphone or tablet. As people who get
multiple notifications from a phone, it is easy to imagine that it gets even harder to slow
down when mobile devices are constantly bombarding people with news stories, and the
media environment can seem very reactionary. Influencer D said “I used to do content
that was very planned and more like ‘Ohh here's what we should talk about or here's what
I might talk about next week’ because there wasn't that much going on in the grand
scheme of things but now I don't even bother to like plan out content anymore because
there's always gonna be something to react to like it doesn't even make sense to try to

figure out what topic you're going to talk about next week.”

One of the responses that addresses this change is from Influencer F who noted
“If someone makes a video that ‘ends up on the wrong side of Tiktok, ' (meaning it is
outside of the audience the creator was creating it for), be prepared for your videos to be
downloaded, stitched, and deep dived into for the next week. There will be think pieces

after think pieces, and something that may have been a blip in your world is now
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catastrophic on the internet.” This explains how and why this shift may be presenting
itself online, responses are more reactionary and seemingly given just to stay on top of

the public demand for the response to the news.

Reinforced perceptions of access and depersonalization of influencers

During a conversation with influencer B, the discussion about the accessibility of
social media and constant media access may have some impact on the perception of
influencers as being constantly available. In the time before the Internet, when traditional
media like newspapers, television, and radio were more dominant, there was an aspect of
needing to physically enter a space or be present while consuming the media. With the
advent of mobile phones, tablets, smartwatches, etc., the consumption of media is
instantaneous, constant, and portable. An example of this perceived constant access is
that most social media platforms allow for a push notification option, by clicking a
button, a new type of access is facilitated. Once that setting is selected, any update made
by that specific creator on the platform, the viewer will immediately receive the
notification on their linked devices. Now media is on demand, constantly accessible, and
specifically curated in a way that it can feel personal to the viewer. These factors together

can seem like the perfect storm of social media evolution.

After COVID, there seems to be a sense of unlimited access to everyone who is a
content creator because of the sense of well-documented perception of access to content
creators that has been offered to people (Mardon, 2023). Influencers give disclosive
intimacies, this happens through the sharing of the influencer’s life through content like

behind-the-scenes videos or a GRWM (get ready with me). No matter how inane the
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activity, viewers develop this feeling of watching someone live their everyday life and
develop closer relationships with the influencer (Mardon, 2023). In personal experience,
some of the early users of Instagram remember how uncurated the application was
initially. And reaching back a little more recently, around 8 to 10 years ago, people were
making Finsta accounts, which are accounts meant to showcase their real life in a raw and
unfiltered way, typically shared with only the closest members of that user's circle. This
is the context for how people can understand that these actions were typically for people
who were close to the person, but now they have evolved into being another source of

content.

A major discrepancy between the situation of a Finsta or a close friend story,
which relies on the social media user personally selecting people they are closer friends
with, is that many of the audience members do not have a personal relationship with the
influencers whose media they are consuming, which is an incredibly important fact to
distinguish. And that is what is driving the depersonalization, because effective
interpersonal communication is a two-way street. But media consumption can easily be a
one-way connection. To assign values to a person that someone has never spoken with
used to be uncommon but is now becoming a new normal. Influencer J put it best, “As
well as during Covid, everyone had time to obsess over people. Their every move was
documented,” and later Influencer J, “Due to everyone being chronically online, people

assume they are allowed more access to your life. Privacy has just gone out the window.”
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Normalization of negative messages, content, or behaviors on social media

When investigating if online communication was becoming coarser, specifically
on social media, there was consistently an acknowledgement of how negative
communication online had become. Out of the 11 influencers that were interviewed and
the 12 questions that were asked, the term negative came up in 8 different responses
when talking about communication or messaging. There seems to be an awareness that
negativity or hateful content is profitable in terms of driving engagement, traffic towards
their page, or, in some cases, inciting some online discourse pertaining to something that
was said. It may seem counterproductive to think that there is a reward for making one of

society’s main communication vehicles a more intolerable space period.

Through conversations with these women, it became clear that there is now an
incentive in this attention economy to get clout by any means necessary. Influencer C
stated that “I would say that I've seen more rage baiting these days in content. So just like
hot topics kind of taking a negative perspective because that in turn can drive engagement
and get people's attention, and if people feel strongly one way or the other, they're going
to engage or comment on the video.” These recent developments are a far cry from some
of the initial utilizations of social media during the early stages of COVID-19, where
people claimed that they felt less alone and were connecting with the community. It was
observed that so many Black women who are influencers feel that this negative landscape
is the new normal, raising a lot of questions as to what happened as communication

across social media continued to evolve during and after COVID.
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When asked to further explain how these perceived changes have manifested,
Influencer D offered the opinion of “I also think a lot of it is just the changing like
political climate that everybody's so polarized that they feel the need to like scream on
social media all the time but like I said I think that's also people feeling the need to
generally express their opinions on social media. Another opinion offered from
Influencer A, “Now people feel like everyone's a content creator, which makes sense.
Everyone is a content creator nowadays. If you're posting online, you're a content creator.
They think that the negative side of that is that people feel more confident in posting
problematic things and calling it ‘ohh it's just my opinion’ but not really thinking through
what they're posting, and I think that can lead to some harsh and negative and toxic
communication online. It's an interesting time to be online for sure.” To further expand
rage baiting is the act of creating content that evokes a negative and often angry response
from the audience members to create virality (Shin 2025) Polarization has been a rising
concern for years now, but the notion that audiences may be turning to social media to
voice their pent-up or deeply held beliefs rather than having these discussions in real life
with trusted individuals has concerning implications for how communication is
transforming in the social space. This can be observed in contemporary political or debate
content in general; disagreements on certain topics might be better facilitated amongst
members of the upset parties’ community. But as an observer and researcher, there is a
sector of people who show their disagreement by using hateful, negative, or generally
harsh rhetoric when they are showing their dissent instead of having productive
conversations. It appears to be online harassment masquerading as productive, moderated

debate and discussion.
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A recent example of this is the recent focus on political livestreams or podcasters.
On platforms like TikTok Live, Twitch, Discord, etc., there is a market for political
debaters who welcome dialogue with members of opposing parties; however, they
usually just devolve into screaming matches. It does not particularly matter which
member of the dialogue is upset, the real issue is that two or more random people have a
public discussion about their deeply held beliefs without one or more members of the
discussion really caring to meaningfully engage. People seem to be turning to these types
of content to fill the void of real-life communication to validate their opinions and views.
Podcasters have become so important in terms of media consumption that they were even
officially brought into the political media space in the United States. Most noticeably for
the 2024 Presidential election, in which both presidential candidates went on podcasts
during their campaign to connect with their voters. There may be a connection there, but

for now, the focus remains on observed media communications.

The observations of the increase in this type of communication help bolster the
idea that a larger theme in communication may be more negative in general. Because,
again, out of all the interview questions, at least 8 times, the interviewees reference
communication on their respective social media platforms being negative when

interviewed.

Another social norm that seems to be eroding in online communication is the
ability to peacefully oppose someone's views. The popular colloquialism ‘agree to
disagree’ is now a thing of the past, while the internet can be a tool to hold wrongdoers

accountable and correct harmful or stereotypical views. Unfortunately, there can be
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serious consequences for seemingly innocuous disagreements like someone's opinion on
a concert or on an artist or creator's style, behavior, etc. The boundary for what is worth
disagreeing or having an argument about seems to be expanding. As Influencer G stated,
“People tend to be more terse when disagreeing with others and in the defense of people
whom they do not know.” This experience was highlighted in another interview where
the interviewee, Influencer G, stated, “An example of this was someone commenting on
my post that the country I was in ‘hated Black people’, and I was ‘dumb for moving
there’. It was interesting to see someone who I didn’t know, and they didn’t even follow

me, feel like they had such a right to tell me whatever they wanted in such a public way.”

Also, people seem to speak more definitively about things or people than they
have in the past. Disagreement has evolved to a possibly dangerous point, with the cost of
disagreeing becoming more severe, causing simple disagreements to seemingly lead to
negative consequences for everyone participating in online discourse. Influencer F gave a
succinct assessment of the landscape with the quote “Overall, we as a society moved
towards a ‘cancel culture’ mentality, and because of that every little thing you do or say
on social media is heavily investigated, scrutinized, and on the extreme, potentially
doxxed.” The quote highlights how extreme the interactions on the internet have the
capacity to be, which is a far cry from the early days of social media, when people posted
every and anything, from a picture of the sunset, what they were having for lunch, to silly
photos and comments that were even more sporadic and random. People largely saying
and doing innocuous things can become a hot topic and, more terrifyingly, a reason to

send a flood of hate to a person.
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An aspect of their interview assessments that was referenced as a potential reason
for this shift in communication etiquette was the anonymity that those who interacted in a
hateful way had. With the movement of interactions to the internet space rather than in
person, there seems to be more perceived empowerment that comes with being able to
say anything to another person yet not having to show the user’s face. Some of the
responses from influencers regarding this phenomenon are from Influencer E “It’s easier
to be meaner and say more divisive stuff when you’re hiding behind a screen and even a
fake account.” Or Influencer G “After COVID, people got comfortable with
communicating online and now that’s just our new normal. As we became used to doing
everything online more of our habits just bled into how we talk to people and content

creators.”

After all of this research, one of the natural conclusions might have been that
there should be an acceptance of this behavior, as it is realistically a facet of
communication that will be here to stay or have no immediate fix. The larger issue with
this phenomenon is as Influencer I reports “People feel completely free to voice their
sometimes hurtful and negative opinions online because they don't feel that there will be
real consequences & the idea that "online is not real life" so people can't be offended or
really harmed by audience commentary has become a real issue and way too
normalized.” As the focus of this paper is on Black women who are content creators,
what is the greater consequence of this rhetoric towards them as influencers? It was stated
that there is none. So, in this unprecedented and very coarse communication landscape,
how can vulnerable populations who are spoken to in a dehumanizing manner reconcile

that this is now just the social media space and seemingly now a facet of their job?
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A push for transparency and relatability from audiences, yet a conflicting need for
privacy from the content creators

A question for the Black female influencers who took part in this study was
specifically how they changed their posting and media habits post-COVID and, in
general, to acclimate to the growing terseness in online communication. An interesting
response that seemed to differ from the other responses was from Influencer A who said
“I've become a little bit more I don't think transparent is the right word but I guess
explicit in my views I think even prior to the pandemic prior to this current political
climate like I definitely feel like I still made it very clear where I stood and that I was for
Black women was four people of color marginalized communities ...I also want people to
know that I do not fall into the category of people who...don't fight for their community
and have unfortunately fallen victim to the patriarchy and the things that we have been
shown to us over years I am not one of those people so I try to make it more clear than
ever before.” This is an incredibly nuanced take to combat the negative perceptions,
stereotypes, and misconceptions. This creator is being more explicit with their views to

better advocate for their community as a Black woman.

Another perspective that was offered was from Influencer B, who stated, “I don’t
know if it’s a change I’ve made, but it is definitely something that I’ve like reinforced
with in my continent that I don’t really give much of my personal life, like I just keep it
like I want to talk about. I want to talk about a pop culture moment. I try to never make it
personal.” This response felt more in line with the paper’s hypothesis that Black women
in the content creation space would be less giving with their views and opinions, knowing

that they would be subjected to anyone’s scrutiny in such a fragile communication
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ecosystem. As established in previous responses, this is a time in social media history that
is both volatile and reactive, so there is likely a fear associated with taking an unfavorable

stance.

Furthermore, more Influencer H’s response spoke to the toll that social media had
likely taken on her mental and overall well-being. “I use social media a lot less. I’ve had
to take extensive mental health breaks because it isn’t worth people misunderstanding or
fighting in my comments. I’ve had to engage less in reading my comments when I do
post. I’ve always been cautious about what I share online, but now, even more so.” This
statement further emphasized the fatigue that Black women have a likelihood of
experiencing when being in high visibility positions and consistently dehumanized and or
misunderstood.

What kind of Black woman are you? The pressure for Black women to perform
perfection or be palatable to audiences.

Now this focuses on the specific intersection of existing on the Internet as a social
media content creator and as a very visible Black woman. This study inherently
acknowledges how race and gender impact Black women at large and specifically in the
public eye. As discussed previously, there is a specific box that Black women can exist

inside of without being judged, mocked, or harassed.

One of the last questions that was asked of interviewees was to expand on their
experience in the post-COVID communications landscape. The results were both
expected and saddening. The poignant examples varied, but had the sentiment that there

is very little bandwidth for people on the internet to try to understand Black women. A
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research response that made a direction reference to this was by Influencer D “Also Black
women generally on the Internet don't get the freedom to be a whole person, it's like you
either have to have like a clinical being or you're just nothing ...(speaking about a very
famous other Black woman influencer) even with her and she like put her foot down and
tried to set boundaries about it people were so mad at her and it's like this is a person.”
The commodification of Black female bodies solely for the entertainment of the
American public is a tale as old as time, but what has changed is the nuanced
perspectives and comparisons that audiences can make and convey almost
instantaneously due to the Internet. Influencer D, within this interview references many
non-Black influencers having ‘scandals ‘by doing things like saying racial slurs, and
largely the Internet forgives them and moves on however, she makes this point about
Black women “and then on the other hand, like a Black woman will like pronounce a city
wrong and like you're a horrible person, you're truly horrible.” This point is interesting as
it further emphasizes how much of a disparity there is between not only the treatment and
perception of Black women, but also how unattainable the palatable or perfect image

even is for them to achieve.

Influencer A began by speaking about the small portion of an influencer’s life that
the audience is exposed to as viewers which she estimated at possibly 20% yet people
make vast assumptions about the totality of their lives, when specifically looking at Black
women, she said “I think that that is doubled when it happens to be a Black woman that
people are commenting on because historically we have been the least respected and I
think people feel like this urge to kind of always go back to telling Black women how

they should show up I don't know I don't understand it. I wish that I did but yeah I
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definitely think that it's something that has always happened that's the only thing I
disagree with is that it didn't begin it has always happened and I don't really know how it
will change unless more people call it out for what it is but even then I think that the
people who are the worst trolls and the ones that are the quickest to dehumanize someone
are the people who the message is never going to get to see.” To those who dehumanize
and degrade Black women, there is a small likelihood that they are going out and doing
the work to deprogram and interrogate how and why they see Black women that way. At
the end of the day, the point still stands that Black women are dehumanized and given
little space to correct or interrogate their behavior when they make a misstep, and

continue to exist peacefully in the social media space.

The lack of empathy and protection for Black women, and the attacks they face

It was referenced earlier in the study that Black women were held at such a high
standard, so much so that if they make a small infraction like pronouncing a city name,
they will be criticized and called names compared to their non-black or white
counterparts. There is a long list of influencers who have said racial slurs or done
culturally insensitive things that are still actively working in the influencer industry
today, yet there are many Black women influencers who gave a ‘hot take’ and were
bullied off the internet. This begs the question, posed by one of the heroes of
intersectional feminism and the civil rights movement, Sojourner Truth, “Aint I a
woman?” Where are the protections, understanding, and empathy for Black women in
this space? Why does it feel like so often Black women in the influencer space are dog-

piled on? An incredibly robust response from Influencer H states, “I also notice how
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certain Black female celebs and public figures are treated online and bullied, usually by
men. It’s easier to see the disdain through online discourse because people wouldn’t share
these thoughts in real life... People will nitpick everything said to villainize a Black
woman, especially if they feel she’s bitter or has been bested. Same with Angel Reese,
the rivalry with her and Caitlin Clark has a lot of sports fans and men in general attacking
Angel. And even with Ayesha Curry, people don’t like how she talks about her marriage
and aspirations and expect Black women to be grateful and subservient. There’s so much
projection that goes on. People are slow to give grace.” That is the conundrum of this
research Black women are undoubtedly thought leaders in many spaces, including
creativity in many media spaces, media, education, styling, and so on. They are often
replicated, yet they themselves are constantly subject to scrutiny for what are seemingly

small or nonexistent infractions.

Another point that strengthens Influencer H is the recounting of a social media
dispute that Influencer B had with a male content creator as he responded to a video that
referenced him, “He came in my comments, my comments, and he was really rude. He
was really disrespectful, and the other people who were in my comments also noticed that
he was doing that, and they were going back-and-forth with him, and it caused the whole
discourse to start...Like once TikTok was banned. It was a complete 180, and the people
in my comments are like, why are you bashing him? why are you doing this to him?
That’s so rude...we should be happy for a Black man who has success. It came across as
if any critique of a person or any differing opinion was attacking a Black man, but in my
comments, attacking me...they were attacking me like personally. They were saying

really mean things in my comments, so that was kind of confusing to me because I didn’t
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say anything crazy, and so I feel like there was a dehumanizing element in that, as he was
this big personality. And I, to them, was the smaller person, or not even a person or entity
that was going against him, so for them being fans of him, they didn’t really care what

happened to me.”

More instances revolved around an instance that Influencer A detailed “This was
during the pandemic, it was 2021 and 2022, I had gone viral on Twitter, and I wasn't even
on Twitter. So, I didn't know that I had gone viral until people kept going to my TikTok
account and saying ‘Hey girl don't listen to what these people are saying on Twitter’. I
couldn't even search my name, so this may be contributing to the coarseness online. I had
to search Black girl feminine in dress for me to even come up... I saw that I had gone
viral for wearing an old-style vintage dress with little gloves, nothing crazy, something
you could wear to Easter.... It was me twirling in a dress with text on the screen that said
something along the lines of ‘when you keep posting content to support Black women in
hyper feminine aesthetics despite the hate.” I was making the video to address that I do
get comments, like ‘you dress like a slave’ or comments like ‘you want to be white or
you're white-washed’ based off of how I dress... I think this is important because things
like this happen on a daily basis.” Black women cannot even dress how they want to and
move throughout the world without being subject to critique. Further highlighting that

even completely non-offensive actions are met with such loud scrutiny.
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Discussion

The Contemporary Reality for Black Women on Social Media

As much research as has been collected, there are still plenty of tangible current
examples of the online hate that Black women receive. Some case studies echo back to
what some influencers had addressed when discussing the unfair treatment that Black

women experience in the social media space.

First, social media veteran Jackie Aina, who is considered an OG YouTuber,
started on platforms like YouTube in the 2010s and is still very active present day, where
she is on Instagram, TikTok, YouTube, and many other platforms. Jackie started as
mainly a beauty and lifestyle content creator on YouTube. She has been active through
some of the most chaotic moments in the beauty space (which was and is still considered
a more drama-filled niche on social media), like the ‘Bye Sisters Era’ which involved
many non-black creators and many of the prime ‘messy’ events did not involve her, yet
she is considered a controversial social media figure and sometimes grouped with her

peers who are far more entrenched in actual scandals.

As a dark-skinned Black woman, she faced and was centered in many
controversies. One example of Jackie minding her business and operating as a content
creator but being involved in a scandal was a situation regarding Jackie’s marriage and
subsequent name change on her social media platform. Users made videos claiming that
Jackie Aina had unfollowed them for simply congratulating her on her wedding. The

initial video claiming this started a trend of other people making videos of the seemingly
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innocuous reasons that she had blocked them. People made pages to commiserate on why
they were blocked by Jackie Aina. Some examples were a user calling Jackie “A strict
bi***” or other people calling Jackie ‘auntie’. This example is relevant as Jackie had
clearly set a boundary with her audience years prior that she would not like to be called
that. Auntie is a term of endearment for a significantly older woman, used in many non-
Western households. Jackie herself publicly said that she does not like it when people
that she does not know call her this, as the term ages her in a way, and she wants to enjoy
her youth as the oldest daughter from an immigrant household, where she had to be an
adultified child. Going back to the controversy, Jackie herself had to come out and dispel
these rumors by making it clear that these users had said very malicious and mean things
to her, which is what caused them to be blocked, not them simply congratulating her on
her marriage. Also, she did not block all these people as she commented on some
people’s videos, saying that she could see it, which would not have happened if that

person were blocked.

This also set off a list of chain events of media commentators on TikTok making
videos about her and some belittling her boundaries. When it was proven that this scandal
was not true, she received no public apologies. Months later, she spoke on how she felt
during this ‘controversy’, prompting people to continue to call her a mean girl and a bad

person, and saying that she had to get over being publicly called out over lies.

Conversely, many non-famous people have come onto their social media
platforms to say how Jackie Aina has quietly helped them monetarily or emotionally,

which shows a deeply kind and empathetic version of who she is. Her content is
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overwhelmingly uplifting to the Black community, and she does the work to help
marginalized communities. What is radical is that these counterpoints show that there is
no agenda on whether she is a good or bad person. Jackie Aina is a person, not a
simplified caricature of solely good or evil, people have good days and bad days. People
can be sensitive or fatigued, or world-weary from years in the social media industry. And
Black women deserve to have one bad day or semi-rude comments, and that does not
define their entire personality and the core of who they are. Human beings are deeply
complex and deserve grace and room to be themselves when they are not harming others.

Frustratingly, that level of nuance is quickly being erased from the internet.

This example embodies how even a Black woman who is a social media veteran
of almost two decades, who has done the work and shown who she is, is still reduced to

these inherently negative stereotypes when she is deemed as having stepped out of line.

Another example of social media’s lack of grace is a young woman by the name
of @lipglossssssssss who posted motivational and self-love content for Black women.
She was considered to have radical yet unique opinions on how women should move
through the world. Some specific messages that she gave her audience were about
decentering man, speaking about nuances in colorist rhetoric, and taking pride in her
appearance in a way that went against Eurocentric standards of beauty that had been
placed on Black women. Lipglossssssssss touched on so many relevant discourses in the

Black community and was probably ahead of her time.

One of her last videos that resulted in her leaving the Internet/TikTok community

was a video of her saying that she was going to start wearing her natural hair
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unmanipulated. As in the Black community, hair is such a specific and sacred topic, with
many Black women having to assimilate and adopt straighter hairstyles. Whether that be
straightening their own hair with heat or chemicals, or gelling hair down and making
baby hairs. The idea of wearing 4c textured hair completely unmanipulated is not
something that has been widely adopted in Black hair styling. Later in the video, she also
acknowledges that she attracts a certain type of non-Black man when she wears her
natural hair, and significantly fewer Black men. This specific part of the video caused
many videos and opinion pieces about what is acceptable for Black women in terms of
their beauty routine and about Black women pursuing interracial relationships. It caused
so much discourse over a video of someone just making observations and loving their
natural appearance. In the end, Lipglossssssss’ video was met with so much vitriol and
hatred that she left the platform to focus on school. Yet her impact on the Internet for her
progressive takes on self-acceptance and love for Black women is still talked about today,
years after she left the platform in 2023. Part of her statement, where she clarified that
she would focus on her schoolwork and her ‘real life’, also read "TikTok is really bad for

our brain, I feel like it causes people serious mental problems.”

One of the other examples is Olandria Carthen. She was a contestant and the
runner-up on season 7 of Love Island USA, and while she was on the show, she received
copious amounts of online hate. The racist and harmful rhetoric comes especially from
one of her castmates, Huda Mustafa’s audience. The first ‘inciting incident’ that caused
so much hate was from the show, in the first week, the male contestant that Olandria
wanted to pair with chose another woman, which was embarrassing enough. Though her

fellow contestant, Huda continued to heckle the men and call them ‘little kids’ multiple
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times and said that her friends needed ‘real men’. Olandria just told her that she “didn’t
have to play that... You’re being supportive and I love that.” This just signaled that Huda
did not have to make a bigger deal out of the situation. In response, Huda cried after
hearing this and called Olandria rude, later the girls on the cast consoled Huda. The
audience members began to spam Olandria’s media accounts with hateful comments.
Whoever oversaw Olandria’s page, as contestants don’t have access to their phones, had
to turn off the comments. People would go on to scrutinize and mischaracterize

Olandria’s actions throughout the entire season.

She was called stupid for ‘clinging’ to her initial partner Taylor, when he ‘clearly
did not like her’, even having an eliminated contestant Coco, go on a podcast and mock
her. This showcased the utter lack of consideration that she was given, as in other
seasons, it is pointed out that production edits the video to look a certain way, so rather
than consider that she is being fed a narrative that the audience is not seeing, people

jumped to name-calling and questioning her intelligence.

Another infraction was during a game on her Love Island season, Olandria
revealed information, that was a secret told to her, to the whole group. Many contestants
had done this at some other point in the show, and the response was so much milder, or
not particularly talked about in online discourse. The response from the Internet for
Olandria was so different, an example of this vitriol was that people photoshopped an
image of Olandria’s face onto the body of George Floyd, and a picture of Huda onto the
officer who kneeled on his neck. Later, while getting out of the Villa when Olandria saw

what had been said and the images that had been generated. She asked her friend, Huda,
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to clear it up, but she did not. All that was condemned by Huda on a smaller podcast
channel on her press tour was bullying in general, but not racial abuse, which is leagues

apart from that.

Very briefly, another Black woman who was a contestant on the show with
Olandria was Chelley, who also fell out of favor with the audience for being perceived as
a ‘mean girl’. The media response to Chelley was concerning, with Buzzfeed writing that
Chelley “deserved a knuckle sandwich.” A publication threatening violence against an
Islander is not something that has been seen before in the show's run. As an observer, this
seemed to signal to the audience that this behavior was valid, with some viewers going as
far as to tape themselves hitting a punching bag and caption their videos that they were
imagining hitting Chelley. It's not a matter of whether this behavior was racist, but more

so0, asking how these sentiments escalated so quickly.

The evolution of the commodification of Black women

When asked about the dehumanization of influencers in the social media space
specifically Black women these were some of the responses, Influencer J “Most
definitely! It's giving "dance monkey dance" or like "y'all don't wanna hear me you just
want Black women are seen as entertainment and less of a human being with feelings and
we are put into a performative box. We gotta fit certain online stereotypes or be ignored.”
And Influencer H brought in a different perspective that the study was not even focused
on but is very relevant to the evolution of the moment that social media is finding itself
in, with Al becoming so much more widely used. When asked about dehumanization, this

was her response “For sure. Especially with tech advancing and Al usage, it’s very easy
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to see people online as caricatures and not real, breathing humans. Black women’s lingo
and style is more easily copied when someone can just view your page and take notes.
Black women are already so copied and yet disrespected, and social media allows that to

happen at a wider scale.”

With the same question, if they felt dehumanization was happening online being
asked 4 of the respondents made some reference to the fact that the dehumanization is not
a new phenomenon, it has been happening, and as Influencer K pointed out, “I don’t
think much has changed. I just think a flashlight has been put on what has already been
happening.” This is true, as influencer K is described, perhaps the social media
landscape’s visibility has allowed the audiences to now join in on the dehumanization in
an accessible way. It also has the benefit of forcing people in society to reckon with the
fact that it is happening because of such consistent dehumanization, whether that be

through cancel culture or just the reactive nature of social media.

Going back to the influencers’ responses, regarding this online behavior as being
simply an evolved phase of the continued dehumanization, they seem to be correct. It is
comforting that this may not be an entirely new development, yet it is also deeply
humbling that even in the face of advancement, the same old problems can not only recur

but morph into something possibly more dangerous.
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What do Black women in the influencer space need from the audience, and how can
users make the internet and social media a better and safer place for Black women?

To make the online space safe for everyone, including Black women influencers,
there are some ground rules and norms of social engagement that must be revived in the
Internet space. As a Black woman on the Internet, the quote that best summed up this
conversation is as follows from Influencer F "I just wish for respect, whether you agree
or disagree with my takes. I enjoy healthy conversations, but the minute it's a ‘b word’
here or some other derogatory word there, I'm blocking. So, let’s just keep it cute." That
response encapsulated many sentiments and feelings toward the growing coarseness and
parasocial behavior. Treat people how you would like to be treated and fully expect that
if you do not do so, you will be met with being ignored and blocked. In the Black
community, the term ‘keep it cute’ encapsulates so many messages and meanings, but the

main one to extrapolate is this, mind your manners.

Some advice that is practical and applicable to any scenario online whether that
be influencer to content audience members or people that the user does not know in
general was best said by influencer H. Influencer H's message was a bit of practical
advice “I wish they’d stop the celeb worship and realize that just because someone has a
platform, doesn’t make them more important than anyone else. One of the reasons I
stepped back from social media is because I hated having a bunch of delusional fans in
my comments, mad at how you express or talk about your own life experiences. I also
don’t like the lack of grace given to creators. It’s not worth it sometimes when you make
a video in good faith that isn’t hurting anyone, or even that the celeb it’s about approves

of, and the users will nitpick what you said and be rude because they didn’t like how you
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expressed something. It’s like they just go online to argue and be mad. People should
take a step back and realize that a short clip online isn’t the full story, and not to jump to
conclusions about someone’s character because of it.” For better or worse, the volatile
media landscape is harming society’s ability to have calm and mediated dialogue when
talking with people. It is important to remember that they are strangers who have lived
full lives before interacting on the Internet; to fight over the actions of people that another
person does not know is not the best response. Additionally, be understanding and lend
others grace. Before jumping to the worst possible conclusions, it would be great social
etiquette to just stop for a moment, ponder, and inquire about what the influencer means,

or even recognize that you do not agree and keep scrolling.

Some of the positive notes to leave the research on were this. The sentiment
shared that spoke of expressing dignity and humanity to your fellow human before
thinking of them as a content creator was “You have to remember that everyone who
makes content, we're humans, okay? And like I said, previously, like, I can only speak to
my lived experiences. So that's what I share on my platform." Influencer K's message has
a tone of hope as they continue to have “I would love for people to just enjoy my content
with no stress and support because they actually like what I’'m doing. It will be wonderful
if others can be inspired to express themselves however, they want through my work as

well."

Some of the other responses included “I just try my best to stay true to myself,” or
“I just continue to share my positive experiences, so that's essentially what my platforms

are built on. Like my experiences, that's the only thing I can speak to confidently.” And
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that is most certainly admirable sentiments to be left with, as to live in one’s truth as a
Black woman is a noble yet trying endeavor when it appears that they are experiencing

harsh scrutiny in the online space and in real life.
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Conclusion

With the constant evolution of social media, it will be hard to anticipate how the
intersection of race and gender will continue to be a factor in the experience of content
creators on the Internet. However, hopefully, more literature that specifically looks at

these intersectional issues will continue to be created and studied at length.

Some of the limitations of this study were the relatively small pool of
respondents due to the time-consuming nature of interviewing and researching to find
relevant participants in such a specific population of people. Also, to strengthen the
research more in-depth research method, like a qualitative and quantitative component,
may have been a better resource to get more nuanced responses as well as more raw data
points. An intersection in which literature is lacking is the research on Black women’s
gender identity and sexual orientation. For this study, there was very little literature at

present that focused solely on Black queer or trans women in the media space.

Any contributions to the understanding of the social media landscape are valuable
research, as the field of communications and journalism points out that the issue with
constantly changing technology is the lagging of educational materials to guide future
researchers and research. While there is more that could have been done, this study will
hopefully be a starting point for more specific studies such as this. Especially when
accounting for the unprecedented developments that continue to be seen, namely and the
focus one of the focuses of this study is the COVID-19 pandemic, it has clearly left a
mark on communication development and other human behaviors that researchers have

yet to discern the long term effects of, but research like this is important for moving
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forward once something terrible and predictable has happened. The change and striving
forward will come from learning from it and trying to mitigate the detrimental effects, so

that society may work to resolve those issues rather than be bogged down by them.

Content creation as a job was something 15 years ago that was incredibly rare,
with the influence of social media’s prevalence, there is a high likelihood that more
diverse populations will enter this space, and through research into social media and its

communication development, it can become a safe space for all people.

Black women very clearly occupy an incredibly visible space in online
communities, whether that be as thought leaders, educators, or ‘beauty girlies’ as it is
colloquially called. Hopefully, through research like this and more in the future, there
will be more provisions taken to facilitate the safety and well-being of online spaces not
only for Black women but for all marginalized communities. The purpose of
intersectional research is to make progress and work toward understanding specific

groups and their needs, to make real advancements.
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