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Abstract

Background./In early 2025, a nationwide TikTok ban in the United States triggered a large-scale digital migration of
Western users toward alternative platforms. Among the most unexpected destinations was Xiaohongshu (known
internationally as RedNote), a Chinese lifestyle-sharing platform primarily designed for domestic users. This
phenomenon, dubbed the "TikTok Refugee" movement, represented not merely a technical platform shift, but a complex

socio-cultural encounter as users navigated linguistic and aesthetic unfamiliarity.

Purpose. While existing research effectively addresses initial platform switching using frameworks like Uses and
Gratifications Theory or the Push-Pull-Mooring (PPM) model, few studies examine long-term retention within culturally
distant digital environments. This thesis investigates how Western users achieve and sustain long-term engagement on
Xiaohongshu following their initial migration. To operationalize this goal, the inquiry examines three interrelated
analytical dimensions: (1) translingual practices and geosemiotics, (2) the negotiation of symbolic capital and identity

performance, and (3) motivational transformations over time.

Method. Adopting a qualitative abductive approach, this study combines theory-informed frameworks with empirical
data from thirty-two Western Xiaohongshu users across a two-phase, asynchronous written interview protocol (n=619
responses). The data were analyzed through theoretically sensitized thematic analysis, balancing established frameworks

from sociolinguistics, sociology, and motivational psychology with inductive patterns emergent from user accounts.

Conclusion. Findings indicate that sustained retention on Xiaohongshu is not a passive outcome driven by utility alone,
but an active process of digital acculturation. Western users achieve settlement by deploying translingual communicative
strategies, navigating local aesthetic norms to accumulate symbolic capital, and undergoing a motivational shift from
extrinsic ban-evasion to intrinsic engagement and relational embeddedness. By bridging the "why of leaving" with the
"how of staying," this study extends digital migration models and illustrates how non-native users cultivate a translingual

digital habitus within a cross-cultural platform ecology.
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��An analysis of open-ended responses further demonstrated that participants adopted the framing language consistent with their experimental condition.  Findings suggest that personal value framing in the media, especially those related to free speech values, plays a crucial role in shaping public opinion on social media regulation policies.
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1. Introduction

The introduction chapter offers a concise overview of digital platform migration as a form of
contemporary social movement. The influx of Western users to Xiaohongshu (RedNote) following
the U.S. TikTok ban and a phenomenon widely self-identified as the “TikTok Refugee” movement
is introduced as the empirical context of this study. Lastly, key research gaps pertaining to
sustained user engagement within culturally unfamiliar digital environments are outlined,

leading to the formulation of the research question and objective.

1.1. Background

1.1.1. A New Digital Migration Triggered by the TikTok Ban

On January 20, 2025, President Donald Trump signed an executive order instituting a 75-day
postponement of the nationwide TikTok ban ((The White House, 2025.; Allyn, 2025)). The ban,
originally initiated by the U.S. government citing national security concerns pertaining to data privacy
and geopolitical tensions surrounding the Chinese-owned platform ByteDance, had already been
prefigured by earlier restrictions: prior to March 2024, more than half of U.S. states, along with the U.S.
military and Congress, had prohibited TikTok on government devices ((The White House, 2025.;Chan,
2023)). Other countries, including India and Afghanistan, had implemented comprehensive bans, while
nations such as the UK and Canada introduced partial restrictions (Tobin, 2025). Affecting over 170
million users, the U.S. ban ignited not only political controversy but also catalyzed a significant user
migration across digital platforms (The Guardian, 2025; Wired, 2025).

A particularly notable outcome was the spontaneous influx of American users to Xiaohongshu (known
in English-language contexts as “RedNote”), a Chinese lifestyle-sharing platform previously unfamiliar
to most Western audiences. This wave of migration, self-identified by users as “TikTok Refugees,” drove
Xiaohongshu to the top of the U.S. App Store. While the Western user base on Xiaohongshu expanded
from 300,000 to approximately 3 million, TikTok experienced a slight decline in usage as U.S.
subscribers moved to RedNote  ((Similarweb, 2025; Katie , 2025). This digital migration constituted an
unplanned cultural intersection involving digital infrastructure, linguistic boundaries, and new forms of
community (Kan, 2025; Liu, Zhao, & Teng, 2025). In response to the influx, on February 23, 2025,
Xiaohongshu promptly introduced an in-app translation feature and issued an official usage guide for

Western users (rednote_admin, 2025).

1.1.2. The Initial Retention on Xiaochongshu (Rednote)

The abrupt migration from TikTok to Xiaohongshu precipitated a unique digital contact zone (Pratt,
1991), anunplanned socio-technical encounter where Western users, Chinese platform infrastructures,
and localized communicative norms converged. This transition diverged fundamentally from typical
intra-Western platform switches, which are often driven by feature comparisons or network effects.
Instead, it constituted a profound semiotic leap into a digital environment deeply encoded with Chinese

cultural, aesthetic, and linguistic values (Tran, 2026).

In response to the sudden influx, Xiaohongshu’s operational team enacted what platform scholars term

“affordance-tuning” (Bucher & Helmond, 2018): shortly after the migration began, they rapidly deployed


https://www.npr.org/people/638550790/bobby-allyn

an in-app translation feature and published official usage guidelines for Western users (rednote_admin,
2025). While these automated translations were often imperfect, failing to capture nuanced cultural

expressions, their very presence signaled platform responsiveness and reduced initial entry barriers.

Crucially, despite these linguistic and interface-level frictions, a critical mass of users chose to stay and
adapt. Their retention exceeded mere platform adoption; it involved active processes of cultural and
semiotic labor. Users engaged in self-directed exploration of the platform’s affordances, experimented
with translingual communication strategies (Canagarajah, 2013), and gradually built social ties within
community structures. This sustained investment transformed everyday platform use into a site of

intercultural negotiation and identity re-articulation.

Thus, the initial retention on Xiaohongshu represents a theoretically significant case of digital
migration—one where retention is not guaranteed by utility alone but is dynamically achieved through
user-driven adaptation, symbolic investment, and informal learning within a culturally distinct platform

ecology.

1.2 Research Problem

Conventional understandings of digital platform migration, often grounded in models like the Push-Pull-
Mooring (PPM) framework (Moon, 1995; Sun et al., 2021) or Uses and Gratifications Theory (UGT)
(Sundar & Limperos, 2013), predominantly frame the phenomenon as a rational, utility-maximizing
response to dissatisfaction or external disruption. While effective in explaining the initial decision to
switch platforms, this prevailing narrative performs a significant reduction by conceptualizing migration
as little more than a technical change of service. It consequently fails to capture the profound and ongoing
socio-symbolic work that supports long-term user retention within a platform ecosystem designed for,

and dominated by, a distinct cultural and linguistic community.

This theoretical limitation is thrown into sharp relief by the unexpected migration of Western users to
Xiaohongshu (RedNote) following the 2025 U.S. TikTok ban. Unlike transitions between culturally
proximate Western platforms which often share underlying design logics, aesthetic conventions, and
communicative norms, this movement necessitated a semiotic leap into a digital environment deeply
encoded with Chinese social, linguistic, and aesthetic values (Tran, 2026). In this context, retention
cannot be adequately explained by functional affordances or initial curiosity alone. Instead, it demands
an investigation into the complex processes of cultural translation and symbolic alignment—how
displaced users learn to decode unfamiliar cues, adapt their self-presentation, and ultimately forge a sense

of belonging and value within a new digital habitus (Bourdieu, 1986).
Existing frameworks possess critical limitations in explaining culturally complex migrations:

Utility-Driven Models (UGT / PPM): PPM offers a utilitarian calculus where users are “pushed” away
by negative factors, “pulled” by features, and “moored” by constraints (Sun et al., 2021). They
presuppose a rational actor making a cost-benefit analysis based on transparent feature sets, failing to
capture the semiotic and cultural opacity that defines Xiaohongshu for non-Chinese users. The initial
“pull” is often not a clear understanding of features but a reaction to a vacuum created by a “push” (the

TikTok ban). Furthermore, these models stop at the “why of leaving” but do not address the “how of



staying”, the ongoing process of sense-making, adaptation, and identity negotiation required to persist in

a linguistically alien environment.

Diaspora and Language Learning Frameworks: Research on digital diaspora (Brinkerhoff, 2009)
effectively describes how migrant communities maintain connections to a homeland, but it does not
adequately model non-native users entering a platform where they lack pre-existing cultural ties.
Likewise, studies on informal language learning (Sauro & Zourou, 2019) risk reducing the platform to a
pedagogical tool, overlooking its primary function as a space for social participation, identity

performance, and the acquisition of cultural capital.

Symbolic and Practice-Oriented Limits: While theories of symbolic capital (Bourdieu, 1986) explain
how status is accrued through culturally legitimate participation, they rarely have been applied to rapid,
user-driven acculturation on commercially driven social platforms. Scholarship on translingual practice
(Canagarajah, 2013) provides essential tools for understanding cross-linguistic communication but
frequently isolates language from the broader spectrum of cultural signifiers (e.g., platform etiquette,

visual aesthetics, algorithmic norms).

Existing literature frequently treats retention as a binary outcome (stay/leave) rather than a dynamic,
negotiated process. There is a scarcity of research that synthesizes these perspectives to examine how
sustained platform retention is achieved through daily negotiations of cultural difference, the
accumulation of symbolic capital, and the gradual development of a translingual digital habitus. To
address these theoretical gaps, this study moves beyond the "why of leaving" to investigate the "how of

staying" and the politics and poetics of settlement.

1.3 Research Aim and Questions

To address these interconnected theoretical gaps, this study moves beyond the initial "why of leaving" to
investigate the "how of staying." The central aim of this study is to unpack the dynamic processes of

digital acculturation among Western users on Xiaohongshu.
To achieve this aim, the study addresses one overarching research question:

Through what mechanisms do Western users sustain their long-term engagement on Xiaohongshu

following their initial, and often involuntary, migration from TikTok?

The central argument advanced here is that retention within a foreign platform ecosystem is not a passive
outcome, but an active, user-driven process of digital acculturation. To systematically operationalize this
central question, the inquiry is structured around three interrelated sub-questions, each paired with a

distinct analytical focus:
Translingual Practice and Digital Geosemiotics

Sub-Question 1: How do users navigate, adapt to, and creatively overcome linguistic and semiotic

barriers on Xiaohongshu?

Analytical Focus: Drawing on theories of translingual practice (Canagarajah, 2013) and geosemiotics

(Scollon & Scollon, 2003), this dimension examines how users deploy machine translation, code-



meshing, visual communication, and interface spatial cues to co-construct meaning and build cross-

cultural connections.
Negotiation of Symbolic Capital and Identity Performance

Sub-Question 2: In what ways do users interpret, engage with, and accumulate symbolic capital within

the platform s unique social economy?

Analytical Focus: Framed by Bourdieu's (1986) concept of symbolic capital and Goffman’s (1959)
identity performance, this focus analyzes how users learn to perform local taste, earn community

validation, convert cultural learning into social status, and curate a hybrid digital self.
Motivational Transformation and Psychosocial Embeddedness

Sub-Question 3: How do initial, externally driven motivations transform over time into sustained

motives for long-term settlement and affective investment?

Analytical Focus: Extending the Push-Pull-Mooring framework (Moon, 1995) alongside Self-
Determination Theory (Ryan & Deci, 2000), this dimension investigates the temporal evolution of user
motives, from instrumental ban-evasion to intrinsic engagement, relational embeddedness, and cultural

competence.

By synthesizing sociolinguistic, sociological, and motivational perspectives into a multi-faceted
theoretical lens, this study constructs an integrated framework to explain the complex mechanisms of

digital acculturation and settlement.

1.4 Contribution and Chapter Overview

This thesis makes substantive theoretical, empirical, and practical contributions to the intersecting fields

of digital migration studies, sociolinguistics, and platform ecology:

Theoretical Extension of Migration Models: By shifting the analytical focus from initial platform
switching to long-term settlement, this study extends traditional Push-Pull-Mooring and media repertoire
frameworks (Sun et al., 2021). It advances a processual, practice-oriented model that accounts for user

retention within culturally dissonant digital environments.

Empirical and Conceptual Synthesis: It provides empirical evidence of how translingual practice
(Canagarajah, 2013) and symbolic capital accumulation (Bourdieu, 1986) operate synergistically within
a commercial platform, illustrating how non-native users cultivate a translingual digital habitus to

achieve legitimacy.

Practical and Institutional Insights: The findings offer actionable implications for platform developers
regarding cross-cultural interface design and algorithmic affordances, while providing educators and

media scholars with nuanced perspectives on informal digital learning and digital cosmopolitanism.



The dissertation is structured to systematically develop this argument across six chapters.

Chapter 1 (Introduction) sets the background, articulates the research gap, outlines the primary research

questions, and establishes the study's scope and significance.

Chapter 2 (Literature Review and Theoretical Framework) establishes the intellectual foundation of the
study. It synthesizes scholarship on digital platform migration, translingual practice, geosemiotics,
symbolic capital, and motivational evolution to construct the integrated analytical framework (illustrated

in Figure 2.1).

Chapter 3 (Research Design and Methodology) details the qualitative abductive approach, data collection
strategies, and participant sampling. It outlines the thematic analysis procedures and provides structured
overview tables detailing participant demographics (Table 3.1) and the operationalized coding frame
(Table 3.2).

Chapter 4 (Empirical Presentation) presents the qualitative dataset through participant narratives and

structured vignettes, establishing an evidence-based empirical foundation for analysis.

Chapter 5 (Discussion and Analysis) serves as the primary analytical core, interpreting the empirical
findings through the multi-dimensional theoretical framework to explain the mechanisms of user

settlement on Xiaohongshu.

Chapter 6 (Conclusion and Implications) synthesizes the overall findings, articulates theoretical and

practical contributions, acknowledges research limitations, and outlines directions for future research.

Finally, supplementary materials, including the complete interview protocol, raw transcript matrices, and

coding tables, are provided in the Appendices (e.g., Appendix A, Appendix B).

2. Literature Review and Theoretical Framework

This chapter establishes the intellectual and analytical foundation for investigating how Western
users navigate, adapt to, and ultimately achieve sustained engagement within Xiaohongshu
(RedNote). Responding to the limitations of single-theory approaches in capturing complex,
cross-cultural digital phenomena, this thesis constructs a multi-scalar, integrated theoretical
framework. It bridges macro-level structural dynamics of platform migration, meso-level

sociological field negotiations, and micro-level sociolinguistic and semiotic practices.

2.1 The Macro Context: Platform Migration Dynamics and Initial
Motivation

2.1.1 Theoretical Foundations: Push-Pull-Mooring and Uses and Gratifications

In information systems, media studies, and consumer research, user migration across digital platforms is
predominantly modeled through two dominant paradigms: the Push-Pull-Mooring (PPM) framework
(Bhattacherjee & Park, 2014; Moon, 1995; Sun et al., 2021) and Uses and Gratifications Theory (UGT)



(Katz et al., 1973; Sundar & Limperos, 2013). Adapted from classical demographic migration theory
(Lee, 1966), the PPM model posits that service-switching decisions are driven by three distinct vector
forces operating in tandem (Bansal et al., 2005). Push factors represent negative, disruptive, or
unsatisfying conditions at the origin platform that compel users to leave, such as service outages,
algorithmic degradation, privacy threats, or geopolitical regulatory bans (Xu et al., 2021; Zhou & Li,
2024). Conversely, pull factors encompass positive attributes, novel affordances, or perceived
opportunities at the destination platform that attract users, including superior recommendation engines,
rich niche content, or a welcoming community atmosphere (Bhattacherjee & Park, 2014). Operating
alongside these directional vectors are mooring factors, which refer to personal, social, or structural
variables that act as friction or barriers, inhibiting or modifying migration decisions, most notably
switching costs, the potential loss of pre-existing social network ties, or acute cultural and linguistic
unfamiliarity (Xu et al., 2021; Zhou & Li, 2024).

Complementing the structural focus of PPM, Uses and Gratifications Theory (UGT) shifts analytical
attention to individual psychological drivers by framing media audiences as active, goal-directed agents
who selectively consume specific media channels to satisfy explicit socio-emotional needs (Katz et al.,
1973; Sundar & Limperos, 2013). Within contemporary digital environments, these needs extend beyond
basic information-seeking and cognitive orientation to encompass affective entertainment, personal

identity performance, and social integrative functions.

2.1.2 Empirical Evidence from Prior Platform Migration Literature

A synthesis of prior empirical literature on platform switching, such as historical user shifts from
Myspace to Facebook, Digg to Reddit, Twitter/X to alternative spaces like Mastodon or Bluesky, and
Tumblr to Instagram, reveals several critical behavioral patterns during digital migrations. First,
empirical studies demonstrate a fundamental divide between endogenous and exogenous migration
dynamics (Chen & Keng, 2019; Feng, 2025). While endogenous switching, driven by gradual
dissatisfaction with platform updates or advertisement saturation, occurs incrementally and
individualistically, exogenous policy shocks, geopolitical bans, or severe structural changes induce rapid,
reactive, and collective migration waves. In these involuntary scenarios, the push force operates
coercively, rendering the initial migration an act of defensive crisis-evasion rather than a deliberate,

comparative evaluation of platform features.

Second, empirical scholarship consistently identifies the loss of social capital, specifically the
fragmentation of accumulated follower networks and audience reach, as the paramount mooring obstacle
inhibiting permanent platform abandonment (Bhattacherjee & Park, 2014; Xu et al., 2021). When users
are displaced en masse into an ecosystem where their existing social graph is entirely absent, early churn
rates are exceptionally high unless rapid social tie formation and structured host-community welcoming
mechanisms take root immediately. Third, research examining digital migrations triggered by political
or algorithmic disruption (Fiesler & Dym, 2020; Zeng & Kaye, 2022) demonstrates that migrating users
frequently construct a shared "refugee identity" to foster instant solidarity in unfamiliar environments.
However, empirical findings indicate that initial defensive solidarity degrades rapidly unless the new
platform offers continuous, intrinsic value beyond merely serving as an alternative to the abandoned

space.



Crucially, a significant theoretical and empirical gap emerges from this body of literature: the vast
majority of platform migration studies focus exclusively on intra-cultural transitions within proximate
Western digital ecosystems. In such cases, platforms share underlying Western cultural logic, English-
language dominance, and standardized interface design conventions. Existing empirical literature has
rarely examined inter-cultural platform switching, where users are abruptly displaced into a digital
ecosystem encoded with an entirely different linguistic, socio-political, and aesthetic infrastructure (Feng,
2025).

2.1.3 Theoretical Limitations in Explaining Post-Migration Retention

The integration of PPM and UGT capably accounts for the initial switching decision that answering the
fundamental question of why users leave an origin platform. Both paradigms exhibit substantial
theoretical limitations when applied to post-migration settlement and long-term retention. A primary
limitation lies in their underlying assumption of rational utility maximization (Bhattacherjee & Park,
2014). Both models presume a decision-maker who executes systematic cost-benefit calculations across
transparent, easily understandable feature sets. They fail to account for complex scenarios where the

destination platform presents high levels of initial semiotic, linguistic, and cultural opacity.

Furthermore, PPM and UGT tend to treat platform switching as a discrete, binary event, which is a
singular choice between leaving and staying, rather than a processual, transformative journey involving
continuous cultural learning, identity negotiation, and social adaptation (Feng, 2025; Sundar & Limperos,
2013). To understand how non-native users overcome linguistic opacity, achieve social integration, and
build sustained engagement within a culturally foreign application, macro-level migration models must

be supplemented with meso-level sociological and micro-level sociolinguistic frameworks.

2.2 The Meso Process: Negotiating the New Digital Field and
Accumulating Capital

2.2.1 Digital Field, Symbolic Capital, and Habitus Transposition

To explain how displaced users navigate the socio-cultural architecture of a foreign digital space, this
study incorporates Pierre Bourdieu's Field Theory (Bourdieu, 1984, 1986). Bourdieu conceptualizes
social structure through the interrelated triad of Field, Capital, and Habitus. A field is defined as a
structured social arena governed by specific, localized "rules of the game," power relations, and valuation
regimes (Ignatow & Robinson, 2017). Xiaohongshu functions as a distinct digital field characterized by
specific aesthetic standards, such as highly curated lifestyle photography, structured text-and-image logs,
and warm tone-of-voice, alongside unique algorithmic curation logics and social etiquette that diverge

significantly from Western algorithmic feeds.

Within this digital field, symbolic capital represents the accumulation of prestige, recognition, authority,
and legitimacy recognized as valid by field participants (Bourdieu, 1986). In social media environments,
symbolic capital is formalized through both quantitative metrics (likes, saves, follower counts) and

qualitative validation (welcoming comments, community endorsement, algorithmic amplification)



(Kozinets, 2020). Non-native participants entering the field cannot automatically convert their pre-
existing Western social capital; instead, they must learn field-specific taste codes to acquire symbolic

capital and avoid social exclusion or algorithmic marginalization.

This process of adaptation directly impacts the user's habitus, defined as the internalized, embodied
schemes of perception, disposition, and practice acquired through past social experiences (Bourdieu,
1984). Displaced users enter Xiaohongshu equipped with a Western digital habitus honed on platforms
like TikTok or Instagram. The structural friction experienced upon entering a Chinese-coded digital field
forces a process of habitus recalibration, eventually giving rise to a translingual digital habitus, which
represents an adapted set of intuitive dispositions capable of operating fluidly across cultural and

linguistic boundaries (Ignatow & Robinson, 2017; Kozinets, 2020).

Bourdieu's framework has been extensively applied in digital sociology and media studies to analyze
online status construction and subcultural integration. For instance, Kozinets (2020) and Ignatow &
Robinson (2017) demonstrated how digital influencers accumulate cultural and symbolic capital by
mastering platform-specific aesthetic languages. Similarly, empirical studies on online subcultures
demonstrate that new entrants undergo a process of initiation, learning the local taste culture to gain

legitimacy and platform visibility.

2.2.2 Identity Performance in Cross-Cultural Contact Zones

Complementing Field Theory, this study utilizes Mary Louise Pratt’s (1991) concept of the "Contact
Zone", defined as social spaces where disparate cultures meet, clash, and grapple with each other in
highly asymmetrical conditions, alongside Erving Goffman’s (1959) Dramaturgical Analysis. Goffman
conceptualizes social interaction as a theatrical performance where individuals engage in strategic front-
stage curation and impression management to project a desired self-image to an audience. In digital
platforms, front-stage performance involves the intentional design of user profiles, visual aesthetics, and

textual captions to align with perceived audience expectations (Marwick & boyd, 2011).

When applied to cross-cultural digital spaces, Goffman’s framework illuminates how non-native users
continually monitor and adjust their self-presentation based on audience feedback to avoid cultural faux
pas and secure community validation. Recent empirical applications of dramaturgy to platform dynamics
(Feng, 2025) reveal that cross-cultural interactions on Xiaohongshu often give rise to novel role-reversal
dynamics. In these contact zones, local host-users adopt the role of cultural guides, while incoming
Western migrants deliberately perform the role of curious, respectful learners, transforming identity

performance from competitive posturing into a collaborative, cross-cultural dialogue.

2.3 The Micro Practices: Sociolinguistic Scaffolding and Semiotic
Decoding

2.3.1 Translingual Practice Framework

At the micro-interactional level, persistent participation within a foreign digital ecology requires specific



communicative, cognitive, and semiotic tactics. Moving beyond traditional linguistic models that view
languages as isolated, bounded systems, theory of Translingual Practice (Canagarajah’s ,2013)) views
communication as an emergent, dynamic process wherein actors deploy fluid, multi-modal repertoires to
negotiate meaning across boundaries. Within digital environments, translingualism does not require
formal bilingual competence; rather, it manifests as the strategic meshing of automated machine
translation outputs, simplified English, basic Mandarin phrases, emojis, internet memes, and image-

based storytelling.

Rather than acting as passive consumers of translation, non-native users demonstrate agency by using
automated in-app translation tools as a temporary cognitive scaffold. Through this process, users develop
heightened metalinguistic awareness, testing creative communicative strategies to establish social
presence and achieve mutual understanding despite severe language barriers (Canagarajah, 2013; Feng,
2025). The translingual framework has been widely applied in computer-mediated communication (CMC)
and digital literacy studies (Schreiber, 2015) to explain how global users communicate across language
divides in online gaming, international fandoms, and cross-border social platforms, establishing that
multimodal code-meshing enables active participation long before formal language acquisition is

achieved.

2.3.2 Digital Geosemiotics

To capture the visual and spatial dimensions of non-verbal navigation, this study incorporates Ron
Scollon and Suzie Wong Scollon’s (2003) framework of Geosemiotics. Geosemiotics investigates how
meaning is anchored in spatial, visual, and material contexts. When translated to digital platform
architectures, geosemiotics focuses on how users read and interpret spatial user interface (UI) layouts,

icon placement, visual typography, color symbolism, and button design.

In scenarios where written text is largely illegible to a user due to language barriers, geosemiotic
decoding becomes the primary mode of navigation. Users rely on spatial positioning, familiar icon
graphic conventions, and embedded visual content to infer post meanings, navigate feature menus, and
interact with platform mechanics. Geosemiotics has been applied in Human-Computer Interaction (HCI)
and digital literacy scholarship (Lankshear & Knobel, 2011) to demonstrate how users successfully
navigate unfamiliar software interfaces or foreign e-commerce ecosystems without formal instruction,

proving that visual spatial architecture acts as a vital bridge across linguistic divides.

2.4 Synthesis: An Integrated Theoretical Framework of Digital

Acculturation

To provide a cohesive, multi-scalar explanation of post-migration retention, this thesis synthesizes these
macro, meso, and micro theoretical dimensions into a processual model of Digital Acculturation and
Settlement. Rather than treating these three analytical tiers, namely Macro, Meso, and Micro, as isolated,
static, or strictly linear stages, this theoretical framework conceptualizes them as deeply interconnected,

mutually reinforcing dimensions of a single, dynamic process of digital acculturation. It is precisely this



reinforcing feedback loop that serves as the engine of sustained, long-term platform engagement (Deci
& Ryan, 2000; Sundar & Limperos, 2013).

The following diagram synthesizes this integrative framework, illustrating the dynamic and cyclic

relationships between these theoretical tiers:

Macro Tier
Initiation & Motivation
PPM Framework & UGT

leads users into

Meso Tier
Negotiating the Field
Bourdieu's Symbelic Capital

requires daily

Micro Tier
Tools for Adaptation
Translingual Practice

generates

Symbolic Capital

fulfills

!

Psychological Needs
Competence & Relatedness

k

transforms & sustains

User Motivation

reinforces engagement
with

Figure 2.1: Processual model of Digital Acculturation and Settlement.

As illustrated in Figure 2.1, the process begins at the Macro Tier, where external structural drivers,
specifically the push of geopolitical bans or platform degradation alongside the pull of cross-cultural
curiosity, initially propel displaced users into a foreign digital ecosystem (Bansal et al., 2005; Feng,
2025). This macro-level initiation introduces users directly to the new Meso Tier, characterized by the
unique socio-cultural architecture and power relations of Xiaohongshu as a distinct digital field
(Bourdieu, 1984; Ignatow & Robinson, 2017). However, a user's ability to successfully navigate this
meso-level field is fundamentally contingent upon their daily practices at the Micro Tier. In the face of

acute linguistic and cultural opacity, non-native actors must continuously deploy micro-level tactics of
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translingual negotiation, leveraging automated machine translation, code-meshing, and visual

geosemiotic decoding as essential cognitive scaffolds (Canagarajah, 2013; Scollon & Scollon, 2003).

Crucially, the interaction between these tiers generates a dynamic feedback mechanism that drives long-
term retention. Successful micro-level communicative interactions yield small, incremental
accumulations of symbolic capital within the meso-level field, manifested through host-community
validation such as 'likes,' saves, and encouraging comments from established users (Bourdieu, 1986;
Kozinets, 2020). The steady acquisition of this symbolic capital fulfills core psychological needs outlined
in Self-Determination Theory (Deci & Ryan, 2000), most notably a growing sense of cross-cultural
competence derived from mastering a new communicative code, and a sense of relatedness fostered

through genuine social ties.

Ultimately, the psychological gratification derived from these micro-and meso-level successes
transforms and sustains the user's underlying motivational structure over time. The original, highly
extrinsic macro-motives that prompted initial migration, such as passive ban evasion or reactive crisis-
management, are gradually internalized into intrinsic drivers, including a genuine enjoyment of cross-
cultural exchange, community belonging, and identity expansion (Deci & Ryan, 2000; Sundar &
Limperos, 2013). This evolution of motivation loops back to reinforce deeper, continuous engagement

with the digital field, creating a self-sustaining cycle of digital settlement.

3. Methodology

This chapter details the qualitative research design and methodological procedures employed to
investigate Western users' cross-cultural adaptation, sociolinguistic tactics, and sustained
engagement on Xiaohongshu (RedNote). To capture the complex, lived experiences of displaced
users navigating an unfamiliar digital environment, this study adopts an qualitative abductive
framework informed by netnographic principles (Kozinets, 2020) and semi-structured interview
methodologies (Brinkmann & Kvale, 2015). The following sections outline the epistemological
foundation, participant recruitment and sampling strategy, instrument design, data collection
procedures, and systematic thematic analysis pipeline, concluding with considerations of

qualitative trustworthiness and research ethics.

3.1 Research Design and Methodological Rationale

Investigating digital platform migration and cross-cultural acculturation requires a research design
sensitive to both structural platform affordances and subjective user sense-making (Flick, 2018). While
quantitative information systems research excels at measuring macro-level platform switching intentions
through variance models, it frequently obscures the micro-level sociolinguistic tactics, semiotic decoding,
and emotional negotiations that determine long-term user retention (Creswell & Poth, 2018).
Consequently, this study employs a qualitative, abductive research design (Dubois & Gadde, 2002).
Abductive reasoning allows for an iterative back-and-forth movement between empirical data and

theoretical frameworks, making it exceptionally suited for examining newly emerging digital
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phenomena—such as the influx of Western "TikTok Refugees" onto Xiaohongshu—where existing

theories must be re-evaluated and extended in real-time.

To systematically examine this digital contact zone (Pratt, 1991), the research design incorporates
netnographic insights (Kozinets, 2020) combined with in-depth qualitative interviews (Brinkmann &
Kvale, 2015). Netnography provides a contextualized understanding of platform-specific communicative
norms, aesthetic practices, and algorithmic structures, ensuring that interview inquiries remain grounded
in the authentic cultural mechanics of Xiaohongshu. By combining contextual netnographic observation
with semi-structured interviews, the research design captures both the observable behavioral artifacts of
digital settlement (such as translingual posting habits and mutual-following practices) and the underlying

psychological motivations driving sustained engagement (Silverman, 2016).

To clearly visualize this methodological architecture, Figure 3.1 illustrates the logical progression of
this abductive research design, detailing how initial empirical observations were systematically iterated

through theoretical lenses to derive a contextualized explanation of digital acculturation.

Observed Phenomenon
TikTok Migration Waves to Xiaohongshu

v
Multi-Scalar Theoretical Lenses
Micro-Level Focus Meso-Level Focus Macro/Long
Translingual Practice Digital Field Alignment Motivational
& Geosemiotics & Symbolic Capital Evolution
I
1
v

Guided Empirical Data Collection
Semi-Structured Qualitative
Interviews (N = 32 Participants
Purposive & Snowball Sampling Strategy

|
\

Systematic Data Analysis Pipeline
3-Stage Thematic Coding Scheme
(1st-Order Concepts — 2nd-Order Themes
— Aggregate Dimensions)

1

1
Ao
I I A/

Abductive Iteration

Theory = Data Dialogue
|
I
v

Insight Generation & Refinement
Theoretical Framework Recalibration

|
I
I

v

Contextualized Explanation
Process Model of Digital Acculturation
and Platform Settlement

Figure 3.1 : The logical progression of this abductive research design
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3.2 Sampling Strategy and Participant Profiles

The target population for this study comprises non-Chinese Western users who migrated to Xiaohongshu
following geopolitical disruptions and regulatory enforcement targeting Western platforms, primarily the
2025 United States TikTok ban. To capture a rich, multi-faceted dataset, participant selection was guided
by purposive criterion sampling combined with snowball sampling techniques (Patton, 2015). The
inclusion criteria required that participants: (1) self-identify as non-Chinese Western platform users
residing in Western nations; (2) joined Xiaohongshu either prior to or during the major 2025 migration
wave; and (3) exhibited active engagement on the platform, ranging from casual content browsing and
lurking to active multi-modal content creation. Recruitment was executed across digital contact zones,
utilizing direct outreach on Xiaohongshu, cross-platform invitation posts on Reddit and Instagram, and

secondary referral networks among early platform adopters.

Data collection yielded a robust qualitative corpus of thirty-two (N = 32) in-depth participant interviews.
The sample spans a diverse demographic spectrum, including university students, junior and senior
working professionals, entrepreneurs, and retired individuals residing across the United States, Sweden,
Norway, Italy, Germany, and New Zealand. Participants exhibited varying levels of platform tenure,
ranging from early pre-migration residents (< 6 months) to migration-wave adopters (> 2 to > 6 months)
and long-term settled users (> 1 year). Furthermore, the sample captures a balanced distribution of
platform participation styles, encompassing casual browsers/lurkers, casual content creators, and highly
active content creators. The centralized metadata for all thirty-two participants is summarized in Table
3.1.

Table 3.1 Participant Demographics Table.

Partici  Staus Nationality /  Primary Tenure on  Primary User Interview Interview Transcript
pant Country of  Origin Xiaohongshu / Type Date / Duration Word Count
ID Residence Platform RedNote (Months) Timeframe (min) Scope
PO1 university Sweden Instagram Pre-Migration (< 6 Casual Browser ~ Mar 14, 35 ~1,250
student (Stockholm ) / TikTok months) / Lurker 2025
P02 entrepreneur Norway TikTok / Migration Wave Active Content Mar 15, 45 ~1,420
(Oslo) Instagram (4~5 months) Creator 2025
P03 Retired Sweden Facebook Long-term Active Content Marl5, 2025 30 ~850
Resident (> 1 yr) Creator
P04 student Italy (Milan) TikTok Migration Wave Casual Content Aug 14, 25 ~620
(>6 months) Creator 2025
P05 junior worker ~ New Zealand TikTok / Migration Wave(>6  Casual Browser ~ Aug 16, 30 ~780
Twitch months) / Lurker 2025
P06 worker United States TikTok Migration Wave(>2  Casual Browser ~ Mar 14, 30 ~690
months) / Lurker 2025
P07 worker United States TikTok / Migration Wave Casual Browser ~ Mar 15, 35 ~810
Instagram (>2 months) / Lurker 2025
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P08

P09

P10

P11

P12

P13

P14

P15

P16

P17

P18

P19

P20

P21

P22

P23

P24

P25

P26

P27

P28

Retired

school student

senior worker

university

student

senior worker

senior worker

Jjunior worker

Jjunior worker

senior worker

Jjunior worker

university
student

senior worker

senior worker

university

student

senior worker

university

student

senior worker

university

student

senior worker

senior worker

university

student

United States

United States

United States

United States

United States

United States

United States

United States

United States

United States

United States

United States

United States

United States

United States

United States

United States

United States

United States

United States

Germany

TikTok /
YouTube
TikTok /

Instagram

TikTok

TikTok /

Instagram

TikTok

TikTok /
Instagram

TikTok

TikTok /
Instagram

TikTok

TikTok /

Instagram

TikTok

TikTok / X
(Twitter)
TikTok /
Instagram
TikTok /

Instagram

TikTok

TikTok /

Instagram

TikTok

TikTok /

Instagram

TikTok

TikTok /

Instagram

Instagram

/ TikTok

Migration Wave
(>2 months)
Migration Wave
(>6 months)
Migration Wave
(>6 months)
Migration Wave
(>6 months)
Migration Wave
(>6 months)
Migration Wave
(>6 months)
Migration Wave
(>6 months)
Migration Wave
(>6 months)
Migration Wave
(>6 months)
Migration Wave
(>6 months)
Migration Wave
(>6 months)
Migration Wave
(>6 months)
Migration Wave
(>6 months)
Migration Wave
(>6 months)
Migration Wave
(>6 months)
Migration Wave
(>6 months)
Migration Wave
(>6 months)
Migration Wave
(>6 months)
Migration Wave
(>6 months)
Migration Wave

(>6 months)

Migration Wave

(>6 months)

14

Active Content

Creator

Active Content

Creator

Casual Browser

/ Lurker

Casual Browser

/ Lurker

Active Content

Creator

Casual Browser

/ Lurker

Casual Content

Creator

Casual Browser

/ Lurker

Casual Content

Creator

Casual Browser

/ Lurker

Casual Browser

/ Lurker

Casual Browser

/ Lurker

Casual Browser

/ Lurker

Casual Content

Creator

Casual Content

Creator

Casual Content

Creator

Casual Browser

/ Lurker

Casual Browser

/ Lurker

Casual Browser

/ Lurker

Casual Content

Creator

Casual Content

Creator

Mar 16,
2025
Aug 15,
2025
Aug 13,
2025
Aug 14,
2025
Aug 14,
2025
Aug 14,
2025
Aug 14,
2025
Aug 14,
2025
Aug 14,
2025
Aug 14,
2025
Aug 14,
2025
Aug 15,
2025
Aug 15,
2025
Aug 15,
2025
Aug 15,
2025
Aug 15,
2025
Aug 15,
2025
Aug 16,
2025
Aug 16,
2025
Aug 16,

2025

Aug 17,

2025

40

25

35

25

30

25

30

25

35

25

25

30

35

30

35

40

30

20

20

30

35

~1,150

~580

~920

~540

~710

~600

~670

~510

~890

~560

~490

~630

~770

~720

~840

~1,080

~660

~430

~460

~690

~910



P29 university United States TikTok Migration Wave Casual Content Aug 17, 25 ~530

student (>6 months) Creator 2025

P30 Retired United States TikTok / Migration Wave Casual Browser Aug 17, 25 ~570
Facebook (>6 months) / Lurker 2025

P31 Retired United States TikTok / Migration Wave Casual Browser Aug 17, 35 ~880
YouTube (>6 months) / Lurker 2025

P32 university United States TikTok Migration Wave Casual Browser  Aug 18, 20 ~410
student (>6 months) / Lurker 2025

3.3. Data Collection Strategy and Interview Instrument Design

Data collection was executed across two distinct field phases in 2025. Phase One occurred in mid-March
2025, immediately following the initial regulatory ban and subsequent migration wave, capturing real-
time adaptation friction and early platform experiences. Phase Two was conducted in mid-August 2025,
allowing for a longitudinal assessment of user retention, habitus recalibration, and sustained settlement
patterns among the migrated cohort. Interviews were conducted through a two-phase, asynchronous
digital collection strategy (such as extended written qualitative instruments and direct messaging
interviews) supplemented by synchronous digital dialogue where feasible (Salmons, 2016).
Asynchronous qualitative interviewing offers unique methodological advantages for cross-cultural
platform research: it provides non-native users with necessary time to reflect on complex socio-technical
experiences, review their own platform usage logs, and articulate detailed narrative responses without
the cognitive pressure of real-time verbal translation (Meho, 2006). The resulting textual corpus

comprises over 23,000 words of rich empirical data.

The primary data collection instrument comprised a semi-structured interview guide organized into five
logical, chronologically ordered stages. To establish methodological validity, every question set was
deliberately engineered to operationalize specific constructs from the integrated theoretical framework

developed in Chapter 2.

Stage One focuses on Opening and Warm-up procedures, establishing ethical GDPR boundaries while
gathering baseline demographic profiling and platform safety baselines (Questions 0 to 2). Question 0
captures background variables, including education, occupational status, and geographic location while
establishing strict data confidentiality under GDPR guidelines. Questions 1 and 2 establish a baseline for
platform safety and perceived vulnerability, examining whether users encounter suspicious messaging,
harassment, or inappropriate content. Methodologically, Stage One functions to establish researcher-
participant rapport, reduce social desirability bias, and contextualize how initial feelings of safety or

vulnerability influence user openness within a foreign digital space (Brinkmann & Kvale, 2015).

Stage Two operationalizes Migration Triggers and Initial Onboarding, linking empirical user experiences
directly to the Push-Pull-Mooring (PPM) framework and Uses and Gratifications Theory (Questions 3,
12, and 13). Question 3 explores the initial adoption drivers and "pull" factors, such as cute aesthetics,
memes, cultural curiosity, and emotional moments that mapping onto UGT gratifications. Questions 12

and 13 examine algorithmic curation, information bubble disruptions, and belief revisions. By asking
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users whether algorithmic inaccuracies caused interest loss or what geopolitical rumors they abandoned
after joining Xiaohongshu, these questions operationalize the boundary conditions of PPM mooring
forces and cognitive dissonance reduction, capturing how initial crisis-driven evasion transforms into

structured platform exploration (Sundar & Limperos, 2013).

Stage Three cvaluates Daily Navigation, User Experience, and Translation Tactics, operationalizing the
micro-level frameworks of Translingual Practice (Canagarajah, 2013) and Digital Geosemiotics (Scollon
& Scollon, 2003) (Questions 8b, 10, 11, and 16). Question 8b directly evaluates the in-app translation
feature as a cognitive scaffold, investigating how automated translation enables or restricts free
communication. Questions 10 and 11 compare Xiaohongshu’s feature velocity and usability against
Western incumbents like Instagram, capturing how affordance design reduces entry friction. Question 16
addresses linguistic barriers directly, probing whether past perceptions of Mandarin as an insurmountable
language were culturally exaggerated. Together, these questions explain how users deploy multimodal
repertoires—combining translation tools, visual Ul layouts, and code-meshing—to navigate interface

opacity without formal language fluency.

Stage Four investigates Community Interactions and Cross-Cultural Integration, linking user narratives
to Pierre Bourdieu’s concepts of Digital Field and Symbolic Capital, as well as Erving Goffman’s
Dramaturgical Analysis (Questions 4, 5, 6, 7, 14, and 19). Question 5 presents a detailed scenario
regarding follow-back etiquette, contrasting Western casual social habits with Chinese norms where
mutual follows signify social credit and personal recognition. This question specifically measures how
non-native users decipher field-specific rules and accumulate symbolic capital. Question 7 measures
perceived community receptivity and host-user welcoming dynamics, operationalizing Pratt’s "contact
zone." Questions 4, 6, 14, and 19 explore information bubble disruption, online-to-offline relationship
boundaries, gendered community vibes, and online safety management. This stage captures how front-

stage identity performances are adjusted to secure social validation and avoid cultural faux pas.

Stage Five assesses Long-Term Retention, Identity Transformation, and Platform Loyalty,
operationalizing Self-Determination Theory (Deci & Ryan, 2000) and longitudinal habitus recalibration
(Questions 8a, 9, 15, 17, and 18). Question 17 directly probes identity transformation by asking
participants whether they still view themselves as displaced "TikTok Refugees" or settled "Xiaohongshu
Residents." Questions 8a and 9 evaluate real-world cultural spillover, examining travel intentions to
China and shifts in cross-cultural open-mindedness. Questions 15 and 18 investigate cross-platform
posting behaviors and content creation motivations. By tracking whether user drivers have shifted from
extrinsic ban-evasion to intrinsic relational belonging and creative autonomy, Stage Five captures the

qualitative mechanisms of long-term digital settlement.

The full Interview Guide, formatted as deployed in the field, is provided in Appendix C

Table 3.3 : Interview Questions

Question 0 | Would you like to briefly introduce your background? What do you do? (Education level, family,
state/country of residence). Under the terms of GDPR, all personal information will be kept

confidential and will not appear in the text.

Question 1 Have you received any messages from strangers that look suspicious and make you guarded after

that?
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Question 2

What kind of information makes you feel inappropriate or uncomfortable? (Can be harassment to

you/others or information/videos you saw). Do you think it's rare or happens at times?

Question 3 "Why did you start using Xiaohongshu in the first place? What made you stay in the beginning?
(Memes, cute pictures, culture, views, food...) Can you share a moment or story that touched you,
surprised you, or made you happy on the app?"

Question 4 | "Do you feel this platform helped break your usual information bubble? How has it changed your
perspectives?"

Question 5 "I've noticed an interesting phenomenon that many foreign users tend to follow back when
someone follows them first (common on Western platforms). However, on Xiaohongshu, most
local users only follow back if they've had prior interaction or want to become friends... Would
you say this behavior following back as a gesture of politeness might be a subtle indicator of
cultural integration? Do you think this contrast reflects differing social values
(polished/aspirational vs. relaxed/egalitarian)?

Question 6 | "Do you wish to become real-life friends with people you follow or chat with on Xiaohongshu? Or
do you prefer to keep it online?"

Question 7 | "Did you feel warmly welcomed by Chinese users on Xiaohongshu? Did that make you feel a sense
of belonging?"

Question "If you ever have the chance to go to China, where do you want to visit first? Would you like to

8a: have a guide with you? If you've been to China before, would you be open to sharing your
experiences on Xiaohongshu?"

Question "How do you feel about the translation feature on Xiaohongshu? Has it helped you communicate

8b: more freely? What other features do you want?"

Question 9 | "Has the content about China on Xiaohongshu made you more interested in visiting or exploring

the country? Why do you think you're open-minded while some others stay negative? (Education,

family, friends, books, media...)"

Question 10

"Compared to Instagram, how do you think about the limitations on RedNote (Xiaohongshu)? Why

do you think Meta doesn't develop new features as actively as Xiaohongshu?"

Question 11

"Do you feel Xiaohongshu is easier or more fun to use compared to Western apps?"

Question 12

"Have you ever lost interest in the app because the For You Page (FYP), recommendations, or

algorithm didn’t feel accurate anymore?"

Question 13

"Since coming to this app, what kind of rumors do you no longer believe? What kind of content

made you change your mind?"

Question 14

Do you feel like Xiaohongshu is a female-friendly app? Do you think most users are women? Does

that affect the vibe of the community?"

Question 15

"Do you also post lifestyle or cultural content on Western social media platforms? Or do you prefer

Xiaohongshu for that?"

Question 16

"Do you think that the reason many people hadn't started learning Chinese earlier might also be
related to this? For a long time, Chinese has often been portrayed in the media as an extremely
difficult language... Could this perception have discouraged people before they even gave it a

chance?"

Question 17

"Do you still see yourself as a TikTok refugee or more like Xiaohongshu residents now?"

Question 18

"If you are a content creator, what is your motivation to post videos? Does it help you in any way?"

Question 19

"Do you think some young influencers will receive massive inappropriate messages from strangers

(like sexual harassment)? What do you think of it, and how should they deal with it?"
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3.4 Data Analysis Procedure and Coding Pipeline

The qualitative corpus was analyzed using a systematic, three-stage thematic coding pipeline based on
Braun and Clarke’s (2006, 2019) reflexive thematic analysis framework, integrated with Gioia, Corley,
and Hamilton’s (2013) qualitative rigor protocol. Data analysis proceeded through an iterative, abductive
process, moving systematically from raw participant text to first-order empirical concepts, second-order

theoretical themes, and overarching aggregate dimensions.

The first phase involved immersed transcript reading and First-Order Open Coding (Gioia et al., 2013).
Transcripts were parsed line-by-line to identify informant-centric terms, vivid narrative vignettes, and

behavioral descriptions. Initial codes remained close to participant language, capturing raw empirical

realities such as "using translation screenshots," "feeling welcomed by Chinese comments," "noticing

strict follow-back etiquette," or "viewing the app as a lifestyle diary." Over 140 first-order empirical

concepts were generated across the thirty-two transcripts.

This iterative coding mechanism and abductive data-theory dialogue are visually summarized in
Figure 3.2, outlining the progression from raw informant-centric codes to overarching aggregate

dimensions.:

Transcribed Qualitative Corpus
N = 32 Interviews (~23,000+ words)

I
I
I
v

Phase 1: First-Order Open Coding

Empirical, informant-centric concepts
(Over 140 raw qualitative codes)

|

|

|
v

Phase 2: Second-Order Axial Coding
Theoretical grouping into core themes:
*  Translingual & Geosemiotic Tactics
» Digital Field Alignment & Capital
*  Motivational Transformation

4 |
| 1 y
Abductive Iteration

Data <= Theory lteration

v

Phase 3: Aggregate Dimensions
Synthesis into 3 overarching dimensions
answering the main Research Questions

[
|
|
v

Phase 4: Conceptual Model Verification
Process model of Digital Acculturation

Figure 3.2 Systematic Data Analysis Pipeline and Theoretical Abduction
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The second phase executed Second-Order Axial Coding, consolidating first-order concepts into broader,
theory-driven thematic categories (Corbin & Strauss, 2015). During this stage, empirical codes were
mapped onto the central theoretical constructs established in Chapter 2. For instance, first-order codes
describing translation workarounds and emoji reliance were aggregated into the second-order theme
"Translingual Scaffolding and Multimodal Communication." First-order codes detailing warm comment
interactions and follow-back adjustments were grouped under "Symbolic Capital Accumulation and
Field Alignment." First-order codes describing shifts from ban-evasion to daily habit formation were

categorized under "Motivational Internalization and Identity Recalibration."

The final phase synthesized second-order themes into three overarching Aggregate Dimensions that
mirror the multi-scalar structure of the research questions: (1) Micro-Level Sociolinguistic & Semiotic
Tactics, encompassing translingual workarounds and geosemiotic Ul navigation; (2) Meso-Level Field
Alignment & Capital Negotiation, encompassing cross-cultural impression management, symbolic
validation, and field-specific etiquette learning; and (3) Longitudinal Motivational Evolution &
Settlement, detailing the transformation from involuntary platform refugees to embedded platform
residents. This systematic pipeline ensured that every empirical finding presented in subsequent chapters

remains directly anchored in raw participant data while maintaining explicit theoretical alignment.

3.5 Methodological Trustworthiness and Research Ethics

To maintain qualitative rigor, this study adheres to Lincoln and Guba’s (1985) evaluative criteria for
qualitative trustworthiness: credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability. Credibility was
established through methodological triangulation, combining netnographic observation of platform
norms with in-depth participant narratives, and through member-checking procedures, where preliminary
thematic interpretations were reviewed with selected participants to verify analytical authenticity (Miles,
Huberman, & Saldafa, 2019). Transferability was ensured by providing rich, thick descriptions of the
empirical context, platform affordances, and participant demographic profiles, allowing future
researchers to evaluate the applicability of these findings to other cross-cultural digital migrations
(Geertz, 1973). Dependability and confirmability were maintained by establishing a transparent audit
trail detailing every analytical decision, coding scheme revision, and raw text extraction throughout the

research process.

Ethical considerations were prioritized throughout the research lifecycle, adhering strictly to the General
Data Protection Regulation (GDPR) and institutional ethical guidelines for internet research (Association
of Internet Researchers [AoIR], 2019). Prior to data collection, all participants were informed of the
study's precise research aims, voluntary participation terms, and right to withdraw at any stage without
consequence. Informed consent was obtained electronically from all thirty-two participants. To guarantee
absolute privacy and confidentiality, all personal identification metrics, including actual usernames,
original handle names, exact geographic coordinates, and contact details were stripped during data clean-
up. Participants were assigned standardized alphanumeric pseudonyms (PO1 through P32) utilized
consistently across all tables, narrative extracts, and analytical chapters. All raw transcript files were

encrypted and stored on secure cloud servers accessible exclusively by the primary researcher.
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4. Empirical Findings and Analytical Commentary

This chapter presents a thematic analysis of the empirical data, structured around the core
analytical pillars of this study: micro-level translingual tactics, meso-level symbolic capital
negotiations, longitudinal motivational shifts, and comparative platform affordances. The
findings illuminate the lived experiences of Western users navigating Xiaohongshu (RedNote),
providing a rich, ground-level view of digital acculturation. Direct, anonymized excerpts from
participant responses are integrated with analytical commentary to illustrate key empirical

patterns. All participant names are reported as standardized pseudonyms (P01 through P32).

4.1 Translingual Practice: Navigating Linguistic & Semiotic Barriers

This section analyzes the myriad strategies users employ to communicate, interpret meaning, and
participate within a Mandarin-dominant semiotic environment, moving beyond simple translation to

active, multimodal meaning-making.
4.1.1 Machine Translation as an Essential, yet Imperfect, Scaffold

The in-app translation feature was unanimously identified as the critical technical affordance that enabled
initial onboarding and sustained engagement (Bucher & Helmond, 2018). Its rapid deployment and
optimization by platform engineers was widely praised, transforming the user experience from near-

impossible opacity into an accessible digital contact zone (Pratt, 1991).

Participant 02(Q10): "Yes, the real game changer for me was when the developers added the
translation feature. It unlocked a whole new level of interaction. Misconceptions started to clear up,

and conversations felt more direct, personal, and human."

Participant 13(Q10): "I would pay cash money to have Xiaohongshu's translation functionality
embedded into everything forever... Other social media applications are a series of cloistered
gardens divided by language. Xiaohongshu has largely pushed the language barrier to one side,

allowing us to get right down to the meat of cultural exchange."

Analytical Commentary: These responses highlight that the translation tool operates as far more than
a simple technical feature; it is a fundamental mediating artifact that reconfigures the user-platform
relationship. P02's description of interactions becoming "more direct, personal, and human" underscores
how automated translation facilitates not just raw data transmission, but authentic sociocultural
connection and mutual empathy. P13's powerful metaphor contrasting "cloistered gardens" on Western
platforms with Xiaohongshu's open exchange captures the platform's role in fostering a cosmopolitan
digital sphere (Christensen & Jansson, 2014; Scollon & Scollon, 2003). The explicit willingness to "pay

cash money" signifies the high value users place on seamless cross-lingual access.

However, users were highly cognizant of the tool's technical limitations, engaging in critical interpretive

labor and secondary media brokering (Canagarajah, 2013) to overcome linguistic breakdowns..
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Participant 02 (Q10): "I did notice a limitation: long comments don’t get translated automatically,

so I often have to use ChatGPT to understand or respond more deeply."

Participant 18 (Q10): "I feel ive exploded on platform pretty well considering in West my views
were demonized. [It] has helped me communicate better however I hate how inconsistent it is.

Something it will translate pictures or questions and sometimes it won’t."

Analytical Commentary: Users did not passively accept imperfect translation outputs. Instead, they
developed a hierarchy of communicative strategies, pivoting to secondary external tools like ChatGPT
or Google Translate to resolve complex syntax or nuanced idioms. This media brokering (Worrell, 2021;
Ann, 2021; Guan, 2014; DuBord, 2025) highlights that cross-lingual communication is not an automatic
technical output, but a socio-technical achievement requiring user agency and digital literacy (Jackson,
2014). P18's frustration with translation inconsistencies across image-based text reveals an advanced
expectation of platform semiotics; users expect translation affordances to span both textual and

geosemiotic visual dimensions (Scollon & Scollon, 2003).

4.1.2 Translingual Practice and Emergent Metalinguistic Awareness

The empirical data reveals that communication on Xiaohongshu is characterized by classic translingual
practices (Canagarajah, 2013), where users leverage a diverse repertoire of semiotic resources to
negotiate meaning. This interactive negotiation frequently led to informal language acquisition and

metalinguistic awareness in the digital wilds.

Participant 09(Q16): "Yes! It’s also helped me recognize what certain sentences mean even

without translating!"

Participant 10(Q16): "When I first came to the app I would screen shot the messages and then go
and translate the message. Because of this I learned a few characters quickly... It has made

communication very easy though so I am glad it was added."

Participant 12(Q16):"I love the translation feature. I am slowly learning Manderian and I like

trying to read it in both English and Manderian to check and see if I am right about the words."

Analytical Commentary: P09's statement indicates the development of metalinguistic awareness that
the cognitive capacity to reflect on and decode linguistic structure without direct formal instruction. P10
and P12 exemplify how platform mechanics foster both incidental and intentional language learning
(Sauro & Zourou, 2019). The manual routine described by P10 (taking screenshots for external OCR
translation) represents an engaged form of learning through legitimate peripheral participation within a
community of practice (Lave & Wenger, 1991). Meanwhile, P12's comparative strategy of cross-
checking English translations against original Mandarin characters demonstrates self-directed language
learning. Rather than pursuing abstract grammatical fluency, users seek functional communicative

competence (Garcia & Wei, 2014) to deepen social ties on the platform..
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4.2 Negotiation of Symbolic Capital and Cultural Codes

This section examines how positive social interactions generate symbolic capital (Bourdieu, 1986),
fostering a deep sense of belonging and legitimizing user presence within a foreign digital field.

4.2.1 Community Welcome as Conferred Symbolic Capital

A prominent theme across the dataset was the experience of being warmly welcomed by host Chinese
users. This emotional validation served as a critical mechanism for user retention, facilitating a narrative

identity shift from temporary "refugee" to settled "resident.”

Participant 06 (Q07): "Seeing all of the users from China embrace the US citizens who joined the
app was very touching and even brought me to tears at times. Again, the contrast to the attitudes of

TikTok users towards each other compared to Xiaohongshu users was very drastic."

Participant 14 (Q07): "...and one of the Chinese users said we, the original T.T. refugees, are

residents now. That made me happy."

Participant 22 (Q07): "How welcoming everyone was when a bunch of Americans just ran to
Xiaohongshu. It was a beautiful experience to watch cultures communicate and understand each

other... Watching everyone realize propaganda on both sides."

Analytical Commentary: These excerpts highlight the profound impact of interpersonal recognition.
P6's emotional response and comparison to TikTok frames Xiaohongshu as a uniquely positive moral
economy (Sayer, 2000) where users feel valued. The act of being called a "resident" (P14) is a potent
bestowal of symbolic capital (Bourdieu, 1986); it is an official-sounding recognition of belonging that
validates their efforts to adapt. P22's response points to a higher-order outcome: this welcoming
atmosphere facilitated a joint critical media literacy, where users from both cultures collaboratively
deconstructed nationalist propaganda, transforming the platform into a space of shared counter-public

discourse (Fraser, 1990).

The emotional responses to being welcomed (P6, P14) signify more than happiness; they represent the
successful accumulation of symbolic capital (Bourdieu, 1986). Being called a "resident" (P14) is a
powerful act of recognition (Honneth, 1995) that validates the user's place within the community. This
transformation from outsider to insider is a core process of digital habituation, where users learn to feel
a sense of belonging (Yuval-Davis, 2011) within a new social space. P22's point about joint
deconstruction of propaganda frames Xiaohongshu as a counter-public (Fraser, 1990), where

subordinated groups can articulate oppositional interpretations of their identities and interests.

4.2.2 Algorithmic Curation of "Healing" Content and Cultural Values

The algorithm was frequently praised not merely for technical efficiency, but for curating feeds that

exposed users to collectivist cultural values, community cooperation, and pro-social behaviors.
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Participant 13 (Q03): "These are the type of videos I need in my life right now. Healing videos of
cooperation. The whole world is on fire, and everything is all competition and hate all of the time.
But every now and again on Xiaohongshu you can see that cooperation towards a collective goal
really is normalized in Chinese society in a way that is foreign - even anathema - to much of North

America."

Participant 16 (Q03): "Oh so many- yesterday the algorithm showed me video after video of the
best of humanity. People helping each other, rescuing each other from harm or just being kind. It
made me cry with joy. I've also really enjoyed getting to know the Chinese mindset and how it

differs from the American mindset. I find it more communal and less critical to strangers."

Analytical Commentary: Here, algorithmic recommendation systems are perceived as cultural
gatekeepers equipped with positive moral agency (Gillespie, 2018). The recommendation engine
facilitates a form of algorithmic cosmopolitanism (Bozdag & van den Hoven, 2015), exposing Western
users to content that emphasizes emotional well-being and civic empathy. The contrast articulated by
P13 and P16 between Western commercial individualism and Chinese community cooperation illustrates
how platform affordances supply symbolic value. By fulfilling psychological needs for optimism and
social connection (Ryan & Deci, 2000), "healing" content acts as a powerful anchor for long-term user

retention.

4.2.3 The "Follow-Back" as a Semiotic Marker of Cultural-Habitus Conflict

The question of mutual following became a primary site for observing the clash and negotiation
between different digital habitus (Bourdieu, 1986). The data reveals a clear spectrum of user
adaptation, from unconscious importation of Western norms to a conscious adoption of Xiaohongshu's

logic of value.

Participant 01 (Q05): "A lot of foreign users seem to follow back just to be polite or friendly. It's
probably something they're used to from platforms like Instagram... But on Xiaohongshu, following
someone usually means you're actually interested in their content or want to connect. It's more

intentional."”

Participant 02 (Q05): "Yes, I did follow back at the beginning, and I think that’s quite natural.
People bring social habits from other platforms... But I' ve noticed that over time, my approach

changed, aligning more with the Xiaohongshu culture."

Participant 10 (QO05): "At first I was getting many follows and was following everybody back...
Now that I have been on the app for a while I am more selective. I follow people whose work 1

appreciate and I assume people follow me for the same reason."

Analytical Commentary:These accounts chart the recalibration of a user's digital habitus within a new
field. PO1 displays metalinguistic awareness, observing the divergence in platform norms. P02 and P10
provide direct accounts of personal habitus transformation: their initial behavior was dictated by

Western platform conventions (reciprocal following as automatic politeness). Over time, immersion in
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the field taught them that a follow on Xiaohongshu represents a scarce resource conferred to signal
genuine aesthetic appreciation or intellectual alignment. This shift from quantitative accumulation to
selective recognition illustrates how users internalize the field's underlying economy of symbolic
capital (Kozinets, 2020).

4.2.4 Interpreting the "Polished" Aesthetic: Authenticity vs. Consideration

Participants engaged with the visual aesthetics of the platform, moving beyond superficial

interpretations of curated content to examine underlying cultural values.

Participant 08 (QO0S5): "I think this is a truly cultural phenomenon... The difference I see on

Xiaohongshu, is that the care taken to present a refined or polished version of ourselves is not to be

inauthentic, but is to be considerate of the collective and what is best for everyone... This is probably

because of cultural differences."

Participant 16 (Q05): "I wonder if they find authenticity more often in their daily relationships in

real life and so RedNote is a place to curate a more polished life, as they are fulfilled and connected

without pretense in real life. I think many Americans are in desperate need and desire authentic

connection but are unable to find it because so many people are traumatized or just trying to

survive."

Analytical Commentary: P08 reframes the curated, polished aesthetic of Chinese platform culture

through the lens of collectivist consideration and facework (Goffman, 1955, 1959). Rather than judging

curated self-presentation as artificial, PO8 interprets it as a pro-social effort to offer high-quality,
harmonious content to the community. P16 provides a psychosocial critique, suggesting that the
Western obsession with raw "authenticity" online stems from social isolation offline. In contrast, P16
posits that when real-world social ties are secure, digital platforms can function as spaces for creative,

elevated self-expression rather than spaces for raw emotional catharsis (Marwick & boyd, 2011).

4.2.5 Following as a Transaction vs. Following as a Subscription

The empirical data illuminates contrasting social and economic logics governing user connections across

platforms.

Participant 21 (Q05): "On Chinese platforms, following someone is more like giving them a seal

of approval , so people hold that to a higher standard. It’s about quality over quantity. In the U.S.,

following is often more casual, and the number of followers you have can be seen as a kind of social

currency."

Participant 23 (Q05): "[In the West] the more followers you have the more money you can get

from ads... so they can hurry up and get monetization."

Participant 31 (Q05): "Americans accumulate things... even followers."
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Analytical Commentary: P21 and P23 summarize fundamental differences in attention economies. On
Western platforms, follower counts function as high-volume transactional metrics tied to ad monetization
(Zuboff, 2019). On Xiaohongshu, a follow functions as an endorsement of quality and content curation.
P31 grounds this distinction within a broader critique of acquisitive individualism, where social ties are
monetized. Rejecting this commercial logic enables users to experience online connections as meaningful

social exchanges rather than transactional metrics.

4.3 The Evolution of Motivational Drivers

4.3.1 Shifting Perceptions: From Propaganda to Reality

A dominant theme across user narratives was the role Xiaohongshu played in dismantling negative

geopolitical stereotypes, operating as a primary catalyst for long-term engagement.

Participant 14 (Q13): "That the chinese way of life, technology, & government is truely amazing.
Everything we were taught in school about china (propganda by our government) turns out to be
wrong in so many ways. I see all your lives & then i look at mine, & i can see which one is good,

& which one.....i do not support my governments actions."

Participant 15 (Q13): "When I joined, the first video I saw was about the cost of living in Chengdu.
That made me go to other videos of people from other countries sharing their experiences in china

and that’s when I realized that foreigners do go and visit china more than I was led to believe."

Participant 22 (Q13):"As Americans, were told the Chinese are repressed and controlled. Chinese

friends have told me they thought all Americans were rich and had no idea how we really live."

Analytical Commentary: This shift represents a core motivational evolution. Platform participation
provides direct epistemic access (Goldman, 1999) to counter-hegemonic perspectives. Uncovering
narrative discrepancies between Western media depictions and everyday user posts creates a strong drive
to seek out authentic information. As P15 illustrates, even mundane lifestyle content (e.g., daily living
expenses) effectively dismantles political misconceptions. P22 demonstrates how cross-cultural dialogue
transforms the platform into an interactive contact zone (Pratt, 1991), where users from both nations

evaluate shared cultural myths.

4.3.2 Demystifying Language Learning: From "Insurmountable" to " Accessible"

User responses reveal that participating on Xiaohongshu, backed by translation affordances, lowered

psychological barriers to learning Mandarin.

Participant 01 (Q16): "But in my experience, Chinese is not always as difficult as it seems. The

grammar is simple. There are no verb conjugations, gendered nouns, or complex sentence rules. In
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some ways, it can be easier than many European languages... Platforms like Xiaohongshu show the
language in real, everyday contexts. This exposure makes the language feel more familiar and

approachable over time."

Participant 12 (Q16): "I think a lot of things about China have been exaggerated for political
reasons... I will admit when I first started learning Manderian I was terrified then I dove in head

first and every time I understand something without translating it it makes me so happy."

Participant 20 (Q16): "I do agree that more people are learning and there is definitely a racial bias
that keeps people from learning... That being said, the US doesn't put a lot of focus on foreign
languages. It's on purpose. If we can't communicate with others in other countries, we can't see past

the propaganda they feed us."

Analytical Commentary: PO1 demystifies language learning through comparative structural analysis,
reframing Mandarin as logically accessible. P12's trajectory from anxiety to pride illustrates the
motivational gains achieved through incremental, low-stakes digital immersion. P20 offers a critical
perspective, interpreting language learning as an act of epistemic resistance against geopolitical insularity.
Acquiring functional linguistic competence thus aligns user motivations with personal growth and
critical thinking (Ryan & Deci, 2000).

4.3.3 From Politeness to Purpose: The Motivation Behind the Follow

The "follow-back" behavior also serves as a microcosm for studying the evolution of user motivation,

from superficial etiquette to deeper cultural alignment.

Participant 14 (Q05): "Yes. I follow back because, to me, i am telling the person... that i too, see

things in the same way as the post. & they have, at least, another person, who believes in them."

Participant 20 (Q05): "Absolutely! I follow everyone who has followed me unless they turn out to
be a scammer or creep... [ always thank them and express how happy I am to have found a mutual
friend in life... I think we can learn the best of both and teach each other how to better ourselves as

a whole!"

Participant 22 (QO0S5): "I personally will follow back someone that follows me out of kindness but
at the same time, I am hopeful to have interaction. Very well could be an indicator of cultural

integration."

Analytical Commentary: These responses demonstrate that reciprocal following extends beyond
passive politeness. For P14, following back expresses emotional solidarity; for P20, it reflects an
intentional effort toward cross-cultural bridge-building. P22 explicitly connects reciprocal following to
cultural integration. Driven by underlying needs for relatedness, competence, and purpose (Deci & Ryan,

2000), even routine Ul interactions become meaningful expressions of community building.
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4.3.4 Epistemic Liberation: Breaking the Information Bubble as a Core Motivator

A central theme across user narratives was Xiaohongshu's capacity to disrupt established media filters,

making epistemic liberation a primary driver of sustained user engagement.

Participant 02 (Q04): "Yes, it definitely did. Even though I have a degree in Asian and Middle
Eastern Studies, I came to realize just how much my perspective had been shaped—often
unconsciously—by Western-established media... Engaging with Xiaohongshu... became a kind of
healing process... it allowed me to revisit that trip with a new perspective—Iless filtered by external

narratives, and more open, curious, and human."

Participant 08 (Q04): "Absolutely. I have realized how deeply the “entitlement” culture of America
is so ingrained by listening to the reactions of non-Americans... I think we have been so used to
propaganda, rather than information... I can’t explain how stepping outside of the fray has given me

a glimpse of how things really are."

Participant 29 (Q04) :"It has! Since China and the US are politically opposed, I’ve grown up with
a lot of US propaganda against China. Being on xhs has shown me how China is a very different

country than the United States tells us."

Analytical Commentary: The motivation here evolves from passive consumption to active critical
pedagogy (Freire, 1970). Users aren't just learning new facts; they are learning how they have been taught
to see the world. P2, despite her academic credentials, experiences a profound unlearning, describing it
as "healing." P8's account is a striking example of reflexivity; by seeing her own culture through the eyes
of others, she confronts uncomfortable truths about American entitlement, a process that diminishes her
sense of "righteousness" and fosters humility. This aligns with the psychological need for autonomy
(Ryan & Deci, 2000), the desire to be self-governing and free from manipulated narratives. The
platform fulfills this need by providing direct, unmediated access to alternative viewpoints, making

continued use a personally empowering and intellectually validating experience.

4.3.5 From Virtual Tourism to Genuine Migration Desire

Engagement on the platform frequently fostered concrete desires to visit China, marking a transition

from digital participation to real-world behavioral intentions.

Participant 15 (Q08a): "Yes, the content ['ve seen already really makes me want to move to China.

If I could get there, I'd never want to come back to the USA."

Participant 16 (Q08a): "YES! Oh I want to visit so badly now!... I haven't been able to travel so

RedNote has become such a wonderful tool to continue to explore the world."

Participant 22 (Q08a): "Absolutely!! I want nothing more than to visit China and meet my friends

in real life. The technology is unbelievable. To Americans it's like you guys live in the future!"
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Analytical Commentary: This shift from browsing to a concrete desire for embodied experience
signifies a deep level of psychological investment and acculturation. The platform acts as a virtual
proving ground, reducing the perceived risks and uncertainties associated with travel to China. P15's
stark contrast between China and the U.S. and P22's awe at Chinese technology demonstrate how the
platform has successfully rebranded China from a distant, potentially threatening "other" to a desirable,
advanced, and welcoming destination. This represents a complete inversion of the initial "push" factor
(being banished from TikTok) into a powerful "pull" factor towards China itself, fulfilling needs for
competence (mastering a new environment) and relatedness (anticipating real-life meetings with online
friends).

4.3.6 The Drive to Create: Motivations for Content Production

For users transitioning from consumption to active creation, content production was driven primarily by

intrinsic fulfillment and community building

Participant 09 (Q18): "My motivation is that my posts actually make people happy... One nice

comment and my whole day is better."

Participant 10 (Q18): "I just want to share my journey, my culture, my family, my home... I do get

the pleasure of meeting new people and some very kind people.”

Participant 19 (Q18): "My motivation to post videos is to share a little bit of my life in America
with people in China... It brings me joy to bring joy to other people, and I love the interactions I

have with people under my posts."

Analytical Commentary: The act of creation is a key mechanism for generating and reciprocating
symbolic capital. Unlike on Western platforms where creation is often linked to monetization or fame-
seeking (as noted in Q7 analysis), motivations here are rooted in communion and reciprocity. P9's
motivation is explicitly emotional, seeking and providing happiness. P10 and P19 frame their creation
as cultural exchange and gift-giving, sharing slices of their lives as a form of gratitude for the access
they've been granted to Chinese culture. This transforms them from passive migrants into active cultural
ambassadors, a role that provides deep satisfaction and reinforces their belonging. This aligns with the
SDT need for relatedness, but also for autonomy (self-directed sharing) and competence (successfully
engaging an audience).This active participation fulfills core psychological needs for autonomy,

competence, and social relatedness (Deci & Ryan, 2000).

4.4 Platform Affordances and Comparative Value

Users consistently engaged in comparative analysis of platform design, evaluating Xiaohongshu not just
as an alternative but as a superior digital environment based on its core values and technical affordances.

4.4.1 User-Centered Design vs. Ad-Centered Extraction
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Participants frequently contrasted Xiaohongshu's community-oriented interface against Western
platforms that prioritize ad delivery and commercialization.
Participant 02 (Q10): "I find Meta platforms... really frustrating... It feels like the platform is
more focused on business and monetization than actually supporting its users... Xiaohongshu feels

much more user-centered... It’s more supportive of organic growth."

Participant 20 (Q10): "They aren't catering to users, they're catering to investors... Our markets

don't work the same... Two different goals."

Participant 27 (Q10): "Meta and meta products are only there to push advertisements... I feel

Xiaohongshu is not after our money or information in the same way as US apps."

Analytical Commentary: Users display a sophisticated understanding of the political economy of digital
platforms. They diagnose the root cause of their dissatisfaction with Western apps: a business model
based on surveillance capitalism (Zuboff, 2019) that treats users as data points to be sold to advertisers.
In contrast, they perceive Xiaohongshu's model as being based on user value creation, which fosters a
healthier and more rewarding community environment. This critical awareness itself is a form of
resistance to the dominant Western tech paradigm and strengthens their allegiance to Xiaohongshu as a

chosen space that aligns with their values.

4.4.2 A "Kinder, Warmer Place': The Affective Experience of the Platform

Beyond functional affordances, participants consistently praised the positive emotional tone and

supportive atmosphere of the platform.

Participant 08 (Q11): "yes. It’s just a kinder, warmer place."

Participant 11 (Q11) :"Yes, because the app is less toxic compared to western apps. [ haven't seen

anyone tell others to kill themselves or scrutinize someone for having a different view."

Participant 20 (Q14): "The vibe is so much more kinder and supportive. I think it's because western
media is male forward and leaning. Xhs is dedicated to the female eye and it's is a more pleasant

experience overall."

Analytical Commentary: The emphasis on kindness, support, and lower toxicity points to the platform's
success in fostering what scholars call affective publics (Papacharissi, 2015), spaces where emotional
alignment and mutual care are prioritized. P20's gendered analysis, contrasting a perceived "male-
forward" Western media with a female-coded Xiaohongshu offers a provocative hypothesis for this
difference, suggesting that platform culture may be shaped by the values of its dominant user base. This
affective safety directly fulfills the psychological need for relatedness and is a powerful retention tool,

as users are motivated to stay in environments that feel good and protect their mental well-being.
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5. Analysis and Interpretation

This chapter synthesizes and interprets the empirical findings presented in Chapter 4, weaving
them into an analytical narrative that directly addresses the study's central research question:
Through what mechanisms do Western users sustain their long-term engagement on Xiaohongshu?
Moving beyond descriptive reporting, this analysis excavates the underlying socio-cultural,
technical, and psychological processes that constitute digital acculturation. By putting the
empirical data in direct conversation with the theoretical framework established in Chapter 2,
specifically Translingual Practice, Bourdieu's Field Theory, and Self-Determination Theory
(SDT). This chapter argues that sustained user retention on Xiaohongshu is not a passive artifact

of platform migration, but an active, iterative socio-technical achievement.

It is driven by a reinforcing cycle of acculturation: successful navigation of linguistic and cultural
barriers through translingual agency enables the accumulation of platform-specific symbolic
capital. This capital accumulation, in turn, satisfies core psychological needs for autonomy,
competence, and relatedness, fundamentally transforming initial, extrinsic migration motives
into deep, intrinsic investment. The platform operates throughout this cycle not as a neutral

software container, but as an actively curated, culturally encoded "contact zone" (Pratt, 1991).

5.1 The Cycle of Acculturation: From Negotiation to Investment

Digital acculturation on Xiaohongshu unfolds through an interconnected three-phase process. To
understand how a user transitions from an outsider to a settled member of the community, one must
analyze how micro-level communicative problem-solving fuels meso-level social capital accumulation,

which ultimately drives macro-level psychological internalizations.

THE ACCULTURATION CYCLE

[
|
|
v
[Phase 1: Micro-Level ]

Translingual Practice & Strategic Agency
(Bricolage, Machine Translation, Secondary Brokering, Emojis)

|
|
[
v
[Phase 2: Meso-Level]

Accumulating Symbolic Capital in the Digital Field
(Shift in Follower Norms, Host Recognition, “Resident” Identity)

|
|
[
v

[Phase 3: Macro-Level]
Motivational Evolution: Extrinsic Push -> Intrinsic Pull
(Autonomy / Epistemic Liberation, Competence, Relatedness)

Figure 5.1: The acculturation cycle
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5.1.1 Translingual Practice as Strategic Agency

A central challenge for any Western user joining Xiaohongshu is the immediate linguistic opacity of a
Mandarin-dominant digital ecosystem. Traditional models of language barrier analysis often view non-
fluency as a static deficit that inhibits participation. However, the empirical data demonstrates that users
do not wait for complete linguistic fluency to engage; instead, they exercise profound strategic agency

through what Canagarajah (2013) terms translingual practice.

Rather than viewing language as a bounded, rigid system of rules, translingual theory posits that
communicators continuously assemble heterogeneous semiotic resources to negotiate meaning in contact
zones. In the context of Xiaohongshu, users become active bricoleurs (Lévi-Strauss, 1966), digital actors

who creatively combine disparate technological and semiotic tools to bridge understanding.

Primary reliance begins with Xiaohongshu's integrated in-app translation feature, which functions as a
foundational affordance (Bucher & Helmond, 2018). As seen in P02's and P13's accounts, this feature
lowers the initial barrier to entry, turning an otherwise unreadable interface into an interactive social
medium. However, when automated translation fails or produces distorted syntax, such as during long-
form comments or text embedded inside images, users do not abandon the interaction. Instead, as
demonstrated by P02, P10, and P18, they actively engage in secondary media brokering (Worrell, 2021;
Ann, 2021; Guan, 2014; DuBord, 2025) by copying text into external large language models like
ChatGPT, taking OCR screenshots, or cross-referencing external translation engines. Beyond text, users
leverage a broader multimodal and geosemiotic repertoire, combining universal visual cues, platform-

specific Chinese emojis, and image-based narratives (Scollon & Scollon, 2003).

This active problem-solving yields two critical socio-psychological outcomes that initiate the

acculturation cycle:

Micro-Doses of Perceived Competence: Overcoming a communicative obstacle, such as
successfully understanding a post's context or receiving a coherent reply to a translated comment,
delivers an immediate psychological reward. It validates the user's agency, producing a sense of self-

efficacy (Ryan & Deci, 2000) that encourages further exploration rather than retreat.

Performance of Semiotic Solidarity: Communicative tactics are rarely purely transactional; they
carry immense symbolic weight. When a Western user adopts local platform slang (e.g., zhongcao
[FhE], meaning to "plant a seed" / build interest in a product) or uses local visual conventions, it
functions as a performative gesture of affiliation. It signals to the host community a genuine
willingness to interact on the community’s cultural terms, laying the necessary groundwork for social

acceptance.

5.1.2 Accumulating Symbolic Capital in the Digital Field

As users overcome initial communicative barriers, their interactions shift from basic navigation to
navigating Xiaohongshu as a distinct digital field (Bourdieu, 1984, 1986). In Bourdieusian terms, a field

is a structured social space with its own specific rules, values, and forms of capital. Success or status
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within a field depends on acquiring and demonstrating symbolic capital, the prestige, recognition, and

social legitimacy conferred by other agents within that space.

The empirical data demonstrates that Western users on Xiaohongshu undergo a fundamental restructuring
of their digital habitus, the internalized, subconscious dispositions that guide how one acts and interprets
social cues online. On Western platforms like Instagram or TikTok, social interactions are heavily driven
by a quantitative, transactional economy of attention (Zuboff, 2019), where followers function as social
currency to be accumulated rapidly, and the "follow-back" is an automated, low-investment gesture of

polite reciprocity.

Table 5.1: Habitus Transformation Matrix

HABITUS TRANSFORMATION MATRIX
Dimension Western Digital Field(Instagram / Xiaohongshu Field (RedNote)
TikTok)
Primary Logic Transactional / Metrics Curation / Connection
Meaning of "Follow" Automated politeness; Selective approval;
social currency genuine interest
Value Economy Qualitative Quantitative
(follower counts) (community recognition)
User Orientation Accumulative Relational

On Xiaohongshu, however, users encounter an entirely different social logic. As articulated by P01, P02,
P10, and P21, the host community treats a "follow" not as a casual, transactional exchange, but as a high-
value "seal of approval" or a deliberate subscription to curated quality. As users spend time on the

platform, their digital habitus transitions through three distinct phases:

The Initial Stage, where migrants import Western habits and follow back indiscriminately out of
automated politeness (P02, P10);

The Transition Stage, where users observe that host members do not reciprocate automatically, leading

to temporary cognitive friction regarding social etiquette; and

The Internalization Stage, where users fully adapt to local field norms. In this final phase, they become
highly selective, reserving their follows for content they genuinely respect, while interpreting incoming

follows as authentic validation of their own contributions.
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This accumulation of symbolic capital manifests in key moments of recognition: receiving supportive
comments from Chinese users (P09), having one's lifestyle content validated (P19), or being explicitly
addressed as a platform "resident" rather than a temporary "refugee" (P14). Being named a "resident" by
host members is a powerful act of social conferring (Honneth, 1995); it legitimizes the user's presence,

transforms their identity, and deeply invests them in the field's ongoing social life.

5.1.3 Motivational Evolution: From Extrinsic Push to Intrinsic Pull

The interaction between translingual agency and symbolic capital accumulation triggers a longitudinal
transformation in user motivation. Analyzing this evolution through the framework of Self-
Determination Theory (SDT) (Ryan & Deci, 2000) explains why users who initially joined Xiaohongshu

out of novelty or frustration remain actively engaged over time.

SDT posits that human motivation lies on a continuum from extrinsic (driven by external rewards,
pressures, or avoidance of punishment) to intrinsic (driven by inherent satisfaction, curiosity, and
personal value alignment). Intrinsic motivation flourishes when an environment satisfies three basic

psychological needs: Autonomy, Competence, and Relatedness.

Tablee 5.2: Self-determination theory map

SELF-DETERMINATION THEORY MAP

Need Empirical Manifestation on Xiaohongshu

Autonomy Epistemic liberation; bypassing Western media filters; self-

directed exploration of authentic daily life.

Competence | Overcoming language barriers; mastering platform UI,;

understanding nuanced cultural codes and norms.

Relatedness | Experiencing warmth from host users; feeling like a

"resident"; building meaningful cross-cultural ties.

Autonomy through Epistemic Liberation: For many users, the initial push to join Xiaohongshu was
extrinsic, the political threat of a TikTok ban in the West. However, once inside Xiaohongshu, users
experienced what several participants described as "epistemic liberation" (P02, P08, P29). By gaining
direct, unmediated access to everyday life in China, users realized that their prior worldviews had been
heavily filtered by Western geopolitical narratives. Choosing what to view, unlearning stereotypes, and
evaluating alternative perspectives fulfilled a core psychological need for intellectual autonomy and self-

governance.
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Competence through Environmental Mastery: As detailed in Section 5.1.1, navigating an unfamiliar Ul
and negotiating meaning across language barriers provides continuous, incremental mastery experiences.
Moving from feelings of helplessness ("terrified," P12) to successful self-expression reinforces a user's

sense of personal efficacy.

Relatedness through Community Belonging: Relatedness emerged as the single most powerful driver of
sustained engagement. On Western platforms, users frequently reported feeling alienated by toxic
discourse, algorithmic rage-bait, or hyper-commodified interactions. On Xiaohongshu, experiences of
host-community warmth (P06, P22), reciprocal kindness, and shared cross-cultural curiosity created a

strong sense of psychological safety and belonging.

This psychological fulfillment shifts the user's orientation: they no longer stay on Xiaohongshu merely
to escape Western platforms (extrinsic push), but because Xiaohongshu supplies emotional and
intellectual rewards (intrinsic pull) that are unavailable in their home digital environments. The desire
expressed by participants to visit or relocate to China (P15, P16, P22) represents the ultimate real-world
manifestation of this internalized relatedness5.2 Xiaohongshu as a Curated Contact Zone: Algorithm and
Affordances

5.2 Xiaohongshu as a Curated Contact Zone: Algorithm and

Affordances

The acculturation cycle does not occur in a vacuum; it is actively structured by the technological
architecture and algorithmic logic of Xiaohongshu itself. The platform functions as a technologically
mediated contact zone—a space where geographic, cultural, and linguistic boundaries meet and interact
(Pratt, 1991). Far from being a neutral infrastructure, Xiaohongshu operates as an active cultural curator
and moral mediator (Bucher, 2018; Gillespie, 2018)

THE PLATFORM AS A CURATED CONTACT ZONE

Platform Architecture & Algorithmic Design

*  Algorithmic Curation ("Healing" / Collectivist Content)

»  Technical Affordances (In-App Translation, Visual UI)

* Gendered & Aesthetic Vibe ("Female Eye", Facework, Care)

|
|
|
v
Mediated User Experience
*  Exposure to Pro-Social / Cooperative Values

*  Counter-Public Space for Decoupling Propaganda
»  Softening of Intergroup Friction & Anxiety

Figure 5.4: The platform as curated zone
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5.2.1 Algorithmic Curation as Moral and Cultural Pedagogy

Western platform algorithms are frequently engineered around engagement optimization metrics that
prioritize controversy, outrage, and high-arousal negative emotions to maximize ad impressions (Zuboff,
2019). In contrast, participants consistently characterized Xiaohongshu's recommendation algorithm as
delivering a calming, "healing" (zhiyu [}5#&1]) feed (P13, P16).

The algorithm regularly elevates content showcasing everyday acts of kindness, community cooperation,
aesthetic beauty, and interpersonal care. As P13 and P16 noted, exposure to these videos exposes Western
users to collectivist social values that contrast sharply with the hyper-competitive, individualist framing
prevalent in Western media. In this sense, the algorithm performs a pedagogic function: it tutored Western
users in a different socio-cultural ethos, reframing curated aesthetic presentation not as artificial vanity,

but as a form of "collective consideration" and pro-social care (P8) (Goffman, 1955).

5.2.2 Affordance Design and Affective Publics

The platform's technical affordances, specifically its integrated translation tools, visual-first layout, and
moderation practices, work in tandem with its algorithm to establish a distinct affective public
(Papacharissi, 2015). An affective public is a digital space organized around shared emotional

orientations rather than purely ideological arguments.

Participants repeatedly described Xiaohongshu as a "kinder, warmer, and less toxic" space compared to
Western alternatives (P08, P11, P20). P20 suggested that this welcoming atmosphere is linked to the
platform's history as a female-majority space centered on aesthetic appreciation, empathy, and everyday
life, contrasting it with the hostile tone observed on male-dominated Western platforms. By creating a
safer, supportive environment, Xiaohongshu reduces the emotional risks associated with cross-cultural

interaction, encouraging incoming users to post, engage, and invest in the platform community.

5.3 Summary

The long-term retention of Western users on Xiaohongshu is a multi-layered socio-technical process
driven by a self-reinforcing cycle of digital acculturation. At the micro-level, users deploy translingual
agency and creative bricolage to overcome linguistic boundaries, transforming technical tools into
vehicles for social connection. At the meso-level, active participation within Xiaohongshu’s digital field
allows users to adapt their habitus, internalize local norms surrounding social connections, and
accumulate symbolic capital through community validation. At the macro-level, capital accumulation
and host-community recognition fulfill core psychological needs for autonomy, competence, and

relatedness, converting initial, extrinsic migration motives into lasting intrinsic commitment.

Throughout this process, Xiaohongshu serves as an active, curated contact zone. Through its
recommendation algorithms and affordance design, the platform fosters a warm affective environment
that lowers intergroup friction and supports cross-cultural adaptation. Ultimately, Western users do not
remain on the platform simply because they switched apps; they stay because they undergo a meaningful

socio-cultural transformation, evolving from isolated "digital refugees" into settled "digital residents."
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6. Conclusion and Discussion

This chapter synthesizes the study's empirical findings, articulates its major theoretical
contributions, outlines practical implications for platform design and cross-cultural media policy,

and addresses the methodological limitations while proposing avenues for future research.

6.1 Conclusion

6.1.1Revisiting the Research Problem

This thesis set out to investigate a curious digital phenomenon: the sustained retention of Western users
on Xiaohongshu following their exodus from TikTok in early 2025. Moving beyond the initial moment
of platform switching, this study addressed how users stayed, exploring the mechanisms of digital

acculturation within a culturally and linguistically distant online environment.

Through an abductive qualitative design (Timmermans & Tavory, 2012) combining asynchronous semi-
structured interviews with reflexive thematic analysis of over 619 written responses, this research
illuminated the processual nature of cross-platform settlement. The findings demonstrate that user
retention is an active accomplishment achieved through a dynamic cycle of translingual negotiation,
symbolic investment, and motivational transformation. Users did not merely switch software services;
they undertook a journey of digital habituation, learning to navigate a new field with its own rules, values,

and economies of prestige.

6.1.2 Synthesizing the Key Findings: The Cycle of Digital Acculturation

The empirical findings establish an integrated model of sustained retention driven by a reinforcing, three-

phase cycle of digital acculturation:

THE DIGITAL ACCULTURATION CYCLE

1. MICRO-LEVEL: Translingual Practice & Strategic Agency
(Sociolinguistic Bricolage, Multimodal Assembly, Efficacy Doses)

|
|
|
v
2. MESO-LEVEL: Accumulating Symbolic Capital in the Digital Field
(Habitus Realignment, Selective Following, Host-Community Validation)
|
|
\{

3. MACRO-LEVEL: Motivational Evolution (SDT Framework)
(Autonomy via Epistemic Liberation -> Competence -> Intrinsic Relatedness)

Figure 6.1:The digital acculturation cycle
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Micro-Level Agency via Translingual Practice: Confronted with initial linguistic opacity, Western users
deploy creative sociolinguistic bricolage (Canagarajah, 2013). By assembling hybrid toolkits , combining
in-app machine translation, external large language models, emojis, and code-meshing, users establish
functional communicative competence. Successfully decoding posts or receiving reciprocal replies

provides micro-doses of self-efficacy while performing semiotic solidarity with the host community.

Meso-Level Integration via Symbolic Capital: As communicative agency stabilizes, users learn to
navigate Xiaohongshu as a unique digital field (Bourdieu, 1986). They undergo a fundamental shift in
their digital habitus, unlearning the quantitative, transactional follow-back culture typical of Western
platforms (e.g., Instagram, TikTok) and internalizing Xiaohongshu’s qualitative, selective logic of
connection. Earning recognition from host members, such as being explicitly acknowledged as platform
"residents" (shanghai ren or "local regulars") confers symbolic capital that solidifies their sense of

belonging.

Macro-Level Transformation via Motivational Evolution: The negotiation of agency and capital satisfies
basic psychological needs for Autonomy, Competence, and Relatedness under Self-Determination
Theory (Ryan & Deci, 2000). Users transition from extrinsic push motives (evading Western platform
bans) to intrinsic pull motives (intellectual curiosity, emotional connection, and cross-cultural affiliation).
This motivational shift transforms temporary "TikTok refugees" into deeply invested "Xiaohongshu

residents."

6.2 Discussion and Theoretical Implications

By putting these empirical insights into rigorous conversation with media sociology, platform studies,

and sociolinguistics, this study offers several major theoretical contributions.
6.2.1 Extending Push-Pull-Mooring (PPM) Theory to Post-Migration Settlement

Traditional applications of the Push-Pull-Mooring (PPM) model in digital migration studies focus almost
exclusively on the antecedent conditions that prompt platform switching, the push of platform fatigue or
political bans, and the pull of novelty elsewhere. However, PPM traditionally lacks the theoretical

vocabulary to explain what happens after users arrive in a new digital territory.

This study temporally extends PPM theory by introducing the post-migration settlement phase as a
critical dynamic arena. The empirical evidence reveals that "pull" factors are not static platform features
fixed at the moment of entry; rather, they evolve post-migration as users interact with the platform. Initial
pull factors, such as curiosity or novelty, are rapidly replaced by deeper, psychologically embedded pull

factors, such as epistemic liberation and emotional safety.

Furthermore, "mooring" factors traditionally conceptualized as switching costs or personal barriers, do
not merely hinder movement; on Xiaohongshu, navigating communicative friction acts as a constructive
binding mechanism. By investing effort into overcoming language and cultural barriers, users develop a
sense of psychological ownership and identity investment, converting initial operational friction into a

mooring mechanism that anchors them to the platform.
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6.2.2 Refining Symbolic Capital and Habitus within Cross-Cultural Digital Fields

Applying Pierre Bourdieu’s (1984, 1986) field theory to global commercial platforms often risks
oversimplifying capital into quantitative metrics like follower counts, likes, or view counts. This study
refines Bourdieusian field theory by demonstrating how symbolic capital is accrued through qualitative,

interactional etiquette in a cross-cultural digital space.

On Xiaohongshu, symbolic capital is not primarily acquired by producing viral content or displaying
overt cultural expertise; instead, it is accrued by internalizing and performing the platform's unique
habitus. The empirical data illustrates a distinct shift in participant behavior: initial arrivals imported
Western transactional habits, automatically "following back" out of politeness (P02, P10). However,
through trial and error, participants realized that host users treat a "follow" as a high-value, curated
endorsement of taste and character. As P21 noted, "On Instagram, a follow is cheap currency. On

Xiaohongshu, you only follow when you deeply respect the curation of that person’s feed."

By refraining from indiscriminate following and adopting local commenting etiquette, Western users
performed what Erving Goffman (1955) terms protective "facework", showing respect for the
community's social harmony. Receiving host-community validation (such as P14 being named a platform
"resident") represents a moment of symbolic conferring (Honneth, 1995). This proves that in global

digital fields, symbolic capital is rooted in relational ethics and social citizenship rather than mere metrics.

Table 6.1: Digital habitus transformation Matrix

DIGITAL HABITUS TRANSFORMATION MATRIX

Dimension Western Digital Field(Instagram / Xiaohongshu Field (RedNote)
TikTok)

Primary Currency Quantitative Attention Metrics Qualitative Recognition&
(Follows, Likes, Shares) Curated Approval

Interaction Ethos Performative Individualism Mutual Care, Civility, &
&Attention Economy Socio-Aesthetic Harmony

Meaning of "Follow" | Transactional reciprocity; automated High-investment signal of
politeness taste & personal respect

User Identity Consumer / Content Creator Participant / Resident
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6.2.3 Translingual Practice as Essential Digital Literacy

While Suresh Canagarajah's (2013) concept of translingual practice highlights how multilingual actors
negotiate meaning across linguistic boundaries, this study elevates translingual practice to an essential

component of cultural-semiotic agility in digital literacy studies.

The empirical findings show that users do not treat machine translation as a crutch to achieve full
linguistic fluency in Mandarin. Instead, as demonstrated by P02, P10, and P18, users combine in-app
translation, secondary media brokering through external LLMs (e.g., ChatGPT), and visual-semiotic cues
(such as platform-specific Chinese emojis or zhongcao [F11 ] slang) to establish functional literacy. P08
observed that navigating posts required reading "not just the translated words, but the mood, the aesthetic

layout, and the cultural context behind the post."

This finding bridges sociolinguistics and platform studies. It demonstrates that participation in globalized,
non-English-dominant digital spaces does not require complete language acquisition; rather, it requires
high cultural-semiotic agility, the capacity to decode visual aesthetics, interactional rhythms, and
platform-specific idioms. Translingual practice thus emerges as a vital digital literacy for global online
citizenship (Kendall et al., 2019), allowing users to transcend linguistic insularity and form cosmopolitan

connections.

6.2.4 The Platform and Algorithm as Cultural Broker and Moral Actor

A central theoretical insight emerging from the data is the role of the algorithm as an active cultural
broker and moral actor (Bucher, 2018; Gillespie, 2018). Moving beyond the view of algorithms as neutral
sorters or restrictive "filter bubbles," this study argues for viewing recommendation systems as culturally

encoded systems of value that play an active role in shaping users' cultural perceptions.

By consistently surfacing content centered on everyday kindness, community cooperation, and mutual
aid, Xiaohongshu's algorithm performed a pedagogic function. It actively tutored Western users in
Chinese cultural values, facilitating cross-cultural empathy and providing a reparative, "healing" (zhiyu)
emotional experience. This positions algorithmic curation as a pro-social force capable of fostering moral

and affective alignment between culturally distant user groups.

6.2.5 Beyond Utility: : Affective and Moral Alignment in Media Choice

While traditional media frameworks such as Uses and Gratifications Theory (UGT) frame platform
choice around individualistic, rational utility (e.g., seeking information or entertainment), this study

demonstrates the primacy of affective and moral alignment.

Users did not remain on Xiaohongshu simply because it fulfilled functional information needs; they
remained because it offered emotional sanctuary. As participants noted, the platform felt "kinder, warmer,
and less toxic" than Western alternatives (P08, P11, P20). P20 highlighted that the platform's history as
a female-majority space centered on lifestyle, care, and aesthetic appreciation created a distinct affective
public (Papacharissi, 2015).
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This finding urges an updating of UGT. User gratification must be expanded beyond functional utility to
include affective and moral gratification, the psychological relief and ethical comfort derived from
participating in a digital environment whose overarching social climate aligns with a user's desire for

safety, mutual respect, and civility.

6.2.6 Partial, Aspirational, and Peripheral Modes of Participation

Finally, the empirical data challenges binary definitions of platform integration that classify users strictly
as either active creators or passive consumers. Instead, this study highlights nuances across the spectrum

of adaptation:

Aspirational Participation as Digital Prefiguration: For users expressing a desire to visit or move to China
(P15, P16, P22), platform activity served as an aspirational rehearsal for a future physical reality. Their
daily engagement was fueled by an imagined future identity, using the platform to construct a socio-

cultural blueprint of life in China.

Legitimate Peripheral Participation: For less vocal users, "lurking", silently observing feeds and
comment threads, was not a sign of disengagement, but a crucial phase of learning platform norms (Lave
& Wenger, 1991). Silent observation allowed users to internalize cultural grammar and interactional

etiquette without risking social missteps, serving as a vital foundation for eventual active participation.

6.2.7 The Abductive Discovery Path: Connecting Micro, Meso, and Macro Levels

This study demonstrates the power of abductive qualitative research (Timmermans & Tavory, 2012). An
abductive approach allowed pre-existing theories to sensitize the inquiry while giving empirical
phenomena the space to refine those theories. The resulting framework successfully links micro-level
translingual practices to meso-level symbolic capital negotiations, which drive macro-level

psychological internalizations within an algorithmically curated contact zone.

Abduction enabled a dialogue between data and theory, resulting in an integrated, multi-level framework
that links:

Micro-level communicative agency (translingual practice and bricolage), to
Meso-level social negotiations (accruing symbolic capital in a digital field), which fuel

Macro-level psychological internalizations (motivational evolution under SDT), all mediated by an

algorithmically curated, affective contact zone.

6.3 Practical Implications

The findings offer actionable insights for platform developers, educators, policy makers, and digital

media users:
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For Platform Designers and Systems Engineers: Building sustainable, globally inclusive online
communities requires more than deploying automated translation APIs. Platform architecture must be
designed for affective safety and socio-cultural cueing. System designers should prioritize algorithms
that reward prosocial, high-civility content over high-arousal rage bait. Furthermore, embedding low-
stakes communicative tools, such as contextualized reaction emojis, inline comment translation, and
culture-specific glossaries that can significantly lower cross-cultural friction for incoming migrant

populations.

For Educators and Digital Literacy Policy Makers: Informal, interest-driven platforms like
Xiaohongshu serve as powerful sites for non-formal language acquisition and cross-cultural learning.
Educational curricula should expand traditional notions of language proficiency to include translingual
digital literacy and semiotic agility, preparing students to navigate globally fragmented, non-English-

dominant digital environments

For Digital Citizens and Users: Recognizing that platform adaptation involves emotional and semiotic
labor can empower users to approach cross-cultural digital spaces with greater patience and reflexivity.
Understanding host-community norms reduces culture shock and fosters constructive cross-cultural

dialogue.

6.4 Limitations and Future Research

While this study provides rich qualitative insights into digital acculturation, its inherent boundary

conditions point to important avenues for future scholarly inquiry:

Sample Bias and Adaptation Spectrum: The participant cohort was largely self-selecting, consisting
primarily of active, motivated users who successfully navigated the platform. Future research should
intentionally recruit disengaged users, ex-users, or long-term passive lurkers to analyze platform

abandonment and the factors leading to unsuccessful adaptation.

Temporal Scope: This study captured a cross-sectional snapshot during an intense wave of platform
displacement. Longitudinal research is needed to trace whether initial post-migration acculturation leads
to permanent identity shifts, long-term Mandarin language fluency, or eventual platform fatigue over

extended periods.

Comparative Platform Analysis: Future studies should conduct comparative empirical analyses across
multiple culturally bound platforms |, such as comparing Western user adaptation on Chinese
Xiaohongshu versus South Korean (Naver/Weverse) or Japanese platforms to isolate platform-specific

algorithmic design factors from broader cross-cultural digital dynamics.

Digital Ethnography: Supplementing self-reported interview data with live digital ethnography and
screen-capture interaction tracking would provide granular observation of the real-time micro-practices,
translation workflows, and semiotic negotiations users employ while navigating feeds and comment

sections.
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Appendix

APPENDIX 4.

Participant  Staus

ID

PO1 university
student

P02 entrepreneur

P03 Retired

P04 student

P05 junior worker

P07

P08

P09

P10

P11

P12

P13

P14

P15

P16

P17

P18

worker

worker

Retired

school
student
senior
worker
university
student
senior
worker
senior
worker

junior worker

junior worker

senior

worker

junior worker

university

student

Nationality /

Country of

Residence

Sweden

(Stockholm )

Norway (Oslo)

Sweden

Italy (Milan)

New Zealand

United States

United States

United States

United States

United States

United States

United States

United States

United States

United States

United States

United States

United States

Participant Demographics Table

Primary Origin

Platform

Instagram /
TikTok
TikTok /
Instagram

Facebook

TikTok

TikTok / Twitch

TikTok

TikTok /
Instagram

TikTok / YouTube

TikTok /
Instagram

TikTok

TikTok /
Instagram

TikTok

TikTok /
Instagram

TikTok

TikTok /
Instagram

TikTok

TikTok /

Instagram

TikTok
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Tenure on
Xiaohongshu /
RedNote
(Months)
Pre-Migration (<
6 months)
Migration Wave
(4~5 months)
Long-term
Resident (> 1 yr)
Migration Wave
(>6 months)
Migration
Wave(>6 months)
Migration
Wave(>2 months)
Migration Wave
(>2 months)
Migration Wave
(>2 months)
Migration Wave
(>6 months)
Migration Wave
(>6 months)
Migration Wave
(>6 months)
Migration Wave
(>6 months)
Migration Wave
(>6 months)
Migration Wave
(>6 months)
Migration Wave
(>6 months)
Migration Wave
(>6 months)
Migration Wave
(>6 months)
Migration Wave

(>6 months)

Primary User

Type

Casual Browser /
Lurker

Active Content
Creator

Active Content
Creator

Casual Content
Creator

Casual Browser /
Lurker

Casual Browser /
Lurker

Casual Browser /
Lurker

Active Content
Creator

Active Content
Creator

Casual Browser /
Lurker

Casual Browser /
Lurker

Active Content
Creator

Casual Browser /
Lurker

Casual Content
Creator

Casual Browser /
Lurker

Casual Content
Creator

Casual Browser /
Lurker

Casual Browser /

Lurker

Interview

Date /

Timeframe

Mar 14, 2025

Mar 15, 2025

Marl5s, 2025

Aug 14,2025

Aug 16, 2025

Mar 14, 2025

Mar 15, 2025

Mar 16, 2025

Aug 15, 2025

Aug 13,2025

Aug 14, 2025

Aug 14, 2025

Aug 14, 2025

Aug 14, 2025

Aug 14, 2025

Aug 14, 2025

Aug 14, 2025

Aug 14, 2025

Interview

Duration

(min)

35

45

30

25

30

30

35

40

25

35

25

30

25

30

25

35

25

25

Transcript

Word

Count

Scope

~1,250

~1,420

~850

~620

~780

~690

~810

~1,150

~580

~920

~540

~710

~600

~670

~510

~890

~560

~490



P19

P20

P21

P22

P23

P24

P25

P26

P27

P28

P29

P30

P31

P32

senior
worker
senior
worker
university
student
senior
worker
university
student
senior
worker
university
student
senior
worker
senior
worker
university
student
university
student

Retired

Retired

university

student

United States

United States

United States

United States

United States

United States

United States

United States

United States

Germany

United States

United States

United States

United States

TikTok / X
(Twitter)
TikTok /
Instagram
TikTok /
Instagram

TikTok

TikTok /
Instagram

TikTok

TikTok /
Instagram

TikTok

TikTok /
Instagram
Instagram /
TikTok

TikTok

TikTok /

Facebook

TikTok / YouTube

TikTok
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Migration Wave
(>6 months)
Migration Wave
(>6 months)
Migration Wave
(>6 months)
Migration Wave
(>6 months)
Migration Wave
(>6 months)
Migration Wave
(>6 months)
Migration Wave
(>6 months)
Migration Wave
(>6 months)
Migration Wave
(>6 months)
Migration Wave
(>6 months)
Migration Wave
(>6 months)
Migration Wave
(>6 months)
Migration Wave
(>6 months)
Migration Wave

(>6 months)

Casual Browser /

Lurker

Casual Browser /

Lurker

Casual Content

Creator

Casual Content

Creator

Casual Content

Creator

Casual Browser /

Lurker

Casual Browser /

Lurker

Casual Browser /

Lurker

Casual Content

Creator

Casual Content

Creator

Casual Content

Creator

Casual Browser /

Lurker

Casual Browser /

Lurker

Casual Browser /

Lurker

Aug 15,2025

Aug 15, 2025

Aug 15, 2025

Aug 15, 2025

Aug 15, 2025

Aug 15, 2025

Aug 16, 2025

Aug 16, 2025

Aug 16, 2025

Aug 17,2025

Aug 17, 2025

Aug 17,2025

Aug 17, 2025

Aug 18, 2025

30

35

30

35

40

30

20

20

30

35

25

25

35

20

~630

~770

~720

~840

~1,080

~660

~430

~460

~690

~910

~530

~570

~880

~410



Appendix B: Full List of Questions/ Questionnaire

Question 0 Would you like to briefly introduce your background? What do you do? (Education level, family, state/country of
residence). Under the terms of GDPR, all personal information will be kept confidential and will not appear in the
text.

Question 1 Have you received any messages from strangers that look suspicious and make you guarded after that?

Question 2 What kind of information makes you feel inappropriate or uncomfortable? (Can be harassment to you/others or
information/videos you saw). Do you think it's rare or happens at times?

Question 3 "Why did you start using Xiaohongshu in the first place? What made you stay in the beginning? (Memes, cute
pictures, culture, views, food...) Can you share a moment or story that touched you, surprised you, or made you
happy on the app?"

Question 4 "Do you feel this platform helped break your usual information bubble? How has it changed your perspectives?"

Question 5 "I've noticed an interesting phenomenon that many foreign users tend to follow back when someone follows them
first (common on Western platforms). However, on Xiaohongshu, most local users only follow back if they've had
prior interaction or want to become friends... Would you say this behavior following back as a gesture of politeness
might be a subtle indicator of cultural integration? Do you think this contrast reflects differing social values
(polished/aspirational vs. relaxed/egalitarian)?

Question 6 "Do you wish to become real-life friends with people you follow or chat with on Xiaohongshu? Or do you prefer
to keep it online?"

Question 7 "Did you feel warmly welcomed by Chinese users on Xiaohongshu? Did that make you feel a sense of belonging?"

Question 8a:

"If you ever have the chance to go to China, where do you want to visit first? Would you like to have a guide with

you? If you've been to China before, would you be open to sharing your experiences on Xiaohongshu?"

Question 8b:

"How do you feel about the translation feature on Xiaohongshu? Has it helped you communicate more freely? What

other features do you want?"

Question 9

"Has the content about China on Xiaohongshu made you more interested in visiting or exploring the country? Why

do you think you're open-minded while some others stay negative? (Education, family, friends, books, media...)"

Question 10

"Compared to Instagram, how do you think about the limitations on RedNote (Xiaohongshu)? Why do you think

Meta doesn't develop new features as actively as Xiaohongshu?"

Question 11

"Do you feel Xiaohongshu is easier or more fun to use compared to Western apps?"

Question 12

"Have you ever lost interest in the app because the For You Page (FYP), recommendations, or algorithm didn't

feel accurate anymore?"

Question 13

"Since coming to this app, what kind of rumors do you no longer believe? What kind of content made you change

your mind?"

Question 14

Do you feel like Xiaohongshu is a female-friendly app? Do you think most users are women? Does that affect the

vibe of the community?"

Question 15

"Do you also post lifestyle or cultural content on Western social media platforms? Or do you prefer Xiaohongshu

for that?"

Question 16

"Do you think that the reason many people hadn't started learning Chinese earlier might also be related to this? For
a long time, Chinese has often been portrayed in the media as an extremely difficult language... Could this

perception have discouraged people before they even gave it a chance?"

Question 17

"Do you still see yourself as a TikTok refugee or more like Xiaohongshu residents now?"

Question 18

"If you are a content creator, what is your motivation to post videos? Does it help you in any way?"
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Question 19

"Do you think some young influencers will receive massive inappropriate messages from strangers (like sexual

harassment)? What do you think of it, and how should they deal with it?"
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Appendix C:A Semi-Structured Interview Guide

Project Title: Digital Migration and Acculturation: A Qualitative Study of Western Users' Sustained Engagement on Xiaohongshu
(RedNote)

Target Participants: Non-Chinese Western platform users who migrated to Xiaohongshu during or prior to the 2025 platform
migration waves

Data Collection Method: Two-Phase Asynchronous and Synchronous Semi-Structured Qualitative Interviews

Ethical Protocol: Compliance with GDPR regulations; full anonymization enforced; voluntary participation with informed consent

Stage 1: Opening, Warm-up & Demographics--- Q0, Q1, Q2

Stage 2: Migration Triggers & Initial Onboarding---Q3, Q12, Q13

Stage 3: Daily Navigation, UX & Translation Tactics --- Q8b, Q10, Q11, Q16

Stage 4: Community Interactions & Field Norms--- Q4, Q5, Q6, Q7, Q14, Q19

Stage 5: Long-Term Retention & Identity Transformation --- Q8a, Q9, Q15, Q17, Q18

L] Stage 1: Opening, Warm-up, and Demographic Profiling

Primary Objective: To establish researcher-participant rapport, ensure strict GDPR privacy compliance, establish baseline platform

safety perceptions, and capture contextual demographic variables.

Question 0 (Demographic Profiling)
"Would you like to briefly introduce your background? What do you do? (Education level, family, state/country of
residence). Under the terms of GDPR, all personal information will be kept confidential and will not appear in the text."
Theoretical Mapping & Academic Rationale: Contextual demographic grounding. Establishes informed consent and ethical
boundaries while collecting structural background variables (occupation, residence, origin platform) necessary to contextualize

user habitus and platform access capabilities.

Question 1 (Safety Baseline):

"Have you received any messages from strangers that look suspicious and make you guarded after that?"
Theoretical Mapping & Academic Rationale: Platform trust and security perception. Establishes a baseline measure of user
vulnerability and platform governance safety, evaluating how initial exposure to suspicious interactions influences a user's

willingness to engage in open cross-cultural communication.

Question 2 (Platform Comfort and Community Safety):
"What kind of information makes you feel inappropriate or uncomfortable? (Can be harassment to you/others or
information/videos you saw). Do you think it's rare or happens at times?"
Theoretical Mapping & Academic Rationale: Boundary management and friction evaluation. Examines user perceptions of
platform content moderation and community etiquette, identifying negative boundary factors that could act as emotional push

factors or safety concerns within the new environment.

[ J Stage 2: Migration Triggers, Initial Onboarding, and Information Curation

Primary Objective: To investigate the initial motives driving platform switching, the role of algorithmic curation in user retention,

and how platform onboarding challenges prior cognitive biases.

Question 3 (Initial Adoption and Gratification Triggers):
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"Why did you start using Xiaohongshu in the first place? What made you stay in the beginning? (Memes, cute pictures,
culture, views, food...) Can you share a moment or story that touched you, surprised you, or made you happy on the app?"
Theoretical Mapping & Academic Rationale: Push-Pull-Mooring (PPM) Framework & Uses and Gratifications Theory (UGT).
Operationalizes initial "pull" factors and early socio-emotional gratifications (affective enjoyment, visual aesthetics, novelty),

capturing the specific moments that converted temporary curiosity into initial engagement.

Question 12 (Algorithmic Curation and Retention Sensitivity):
"Have you ever lost interest in the app because the For You Page (FYP), recommendations, or algorithm didn't feel accurate
anymore?"
Theoretical Mapping & Academic Rationale: Algorithmic Mooring and Platform Affordances. Examines algorithmic
recommendation quality as a potential mooring/switching factor, probing whether algorithmic misalignment induces user fatigue

or churn intention.

Question 13 (Information Bubble Disruption and Belief Revision):
"Since coming to this app, what kind of rumors do you no longer believe? What kind of content made you change your
mind?"
Theoretical Mapping & Academic Rationale: Cognitive Dissonance Reduction & Information Bubble Breakdown. Investigates
how direct exposure to Chinese user-generated content alters pre-existing geopolitical or media-driven misconceptions, measuring

the cognitive impact of entering a foreign media ecology.

L] Stage 3: Daily Navigation, User Experience, and Sociolinguistic Tactics

Primary Objective: To examine how users overcome linguistic opacity and interface unfamiliarity by deploying multimodal

communicative tactics and geosemiotic decoding.

Question 8b (Technological Scaffolding - Translation Features):
"How do you feel about the translation feature on Xiaohongshu? Has it helped you communicate more freely? What other
features do you want?"
Theoretical Mapping & Academic Rationale: Translingual Practice Framework (Canagarajah, 2013). Evaluates in-app machine
translation as an indispensable cognitive scaffold, probing how users negotiate meaning across language boundaries and identifying

technical feature gaps.

Question 10 (Comparative UX and Development Velocity):
"Compared to Instagram, how do you think about the limitations on RedNote (Xiaohongshu)? Why do you think Meta
doesn’t develop new features as actively as Xiaohongshu?"

Theoretical Mapping & Academic Rationale: Comparative Affordance Analysis & UI Ergonomics. Captures user evaluations of

feature iteration speed and platform constraints, comparing Western incumbent software design against Chinese feature agility.

Question 11 (Comparative Usability and Hedonic Value):
"Do you feel Xiaohongshu is easier or more fun to use compared to Western apps?"
Theoretical Mapping & Academic Rationale: Hedonic Gratification & Perceived Ease of Use (TAM/UGT). Measures comparative

user satisfaction and intrinsic fun derived from Xiaohongshu's interface design relative to Western counterparts.

Question 16 (Language Learning Ideologies and Barriers):

"Do you think that the reason many people hadn't started learning Chinese earlier might also be related to this? For a long
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time, Chinese has often been portrayed in the media as an extremely difficult language... Could this perception have
discouraged people before they even gave it a chance?"
Theoretical Mapping & Academic Rationale: Language Ideologies & Metalinguistic Awareness. Investigates socio-political
perceptions of language difficulty and explores whether multimodal platform participation lowers psychological barriers to

language acquisition.

L] Stage 4: Community Interactions, Field Norms, and Cross-Cultural Integration

Primary Objective: To evaluate how users decipher host-community etiquette, perform identity, accumulate symbolic capital, and

experience cross-cultural belonging in digital contact zones.

Question 4 (Echo Chamber and Perspective Expansion):
"Do you feel this platform helped break your usual information bubble? How has it changed your perspectives?"
Theoretical Mapping & Academic Rationale: Digital Cosmopolitanism & Perspective Transformation. Measures the broader

cognitive and cultural impact of escaping Western platform filter bubbles.

Question 5 (Social Capital and Follow-Back Etiquette Scenarios):
"I've noticed an interesting phenomenon that many foreign users tend to follow back when someone follows them first
(common on Western platforms). However, on Xiaohongshu, most local users only follow back if they've had prior
interaction or want to become friends... Would you say this behavior following back as a gesture of politeness might be a
subtle indicator of cultural integration? Do you think this contrast reflects differing social values (polished/aspirational vs.
relaxed/egalitarian)?"

Theoretical Mapping & Academic Rationale: Field Theory (Bourdieu, 1984) & Symbolic Capital. Directly tests user awareness of

field-specific social capital rules and etiquette differences, exploring how reciprocal interactions represent symbolic value and

cultural alignment.

Question 6 (Boundary of Online vs. Offline Relationships):
"Do you wish to become real-life friends with people you follow or chat with on Xiaohongshu? Or do you prefer to keep
it online?"

Theoretical Mapping & Academic Rationale: Relational Embeddedness & Social Boundary Management. Probes the desired depth

of social ties formed on the platform, differentiating between virtual social capital and real-world relational integration.

Question 7 (Host-Community Receptivity and Sense of Belonging):
"Did you feel warmly welcomed by Chinese users on Xiaohongshu? Did that make you feel a sense of belonging?"
Theoretical Mapping & Academic Rationale: Contact Zone Dynamics (Pratt, 1991) & Psychological Belonging. Evaluates host-

community hospitality, measuring how positive social validation fosters an initial sense of affective settlement.

Question 14 (Gendered Platform Vibe and Community Culture):
"Do you feel like Xiaohongshu is a female-friendly app? Do you think most users are women? Does that affect the vibe
of the community?"

Theoretical Mapping & Academic Rationale: Gendered Field Dynamics & Community Tone. Explores how the platform's female-

majority demographic and aesthetic curation shape a unique, supportive community atmosphere.

Question 19 (Risk Mitigation and Influencer Protection):
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"Do you think some young influencers will receive massive inappropriate messages from strangers (like sexual
harassment)? What do you think of it, and how should they deal with it?"
Theoretical Mapping & Academic Rationale: Digital Risk Coping & Front-Stage Vulnerability. Examines user perspectives on

creator risk management, harassment coping mechanisms, and platform safety enforcement.

L] Stage 5: Long-Term Retention, Identity Transformation, and Real-World Spillover

Primary Objective: To assess longitudinal identity recalibration, shifts from extrinsic to intrinsic motivations, cross-platform

posting choices, and future engagement commitment.

Question 8a (Real-World Travel Intentions and Cultural Engagement):
"If you ever have the chance to go to China, where do you want to visit first? Would you like to have a guide with you?
If you've been to China before, would you be open to sharing your experiences on Xiaohongshu?"

Theoretical Mapping & Academic Rationale: Real-World Cultural Spillover & Behavioral Intention. Evaluates whether online

platform engagement translates into offline cultural exploration and tourism intention.

Question 9 (Cross-Cultural Open-Mindedness Drivers):
"Has the content about China on Xiaohongshu made you more interested in visiting or exploring the country? Why do
you think you're open-minded while some others stay negative? (Education, family, friends, books, media...)"
Theoretical Mapping & Academic Rationale: Individual Predispositions & Cultural Capital Disposition. Explores the socio-cultural

factors (e.g., prior education, cosmopolitan disposition) that enable certain users to remain receptive to cross-cultural learning.

Question 15 (Cross-Platform Content Allocation):
"Do you also post lifestyle or cultural content on Western social media platforms? Or do you prefer Xiaohongshu for
that?"

Theoretical Mapping & Academic Rationale: Media Repertoire Management & Platform Specialization. Examines how users

divide their content creation across different platform fields based on perceived audience reception and aesthetic fit.

Question 17 (Identity Shift - 'Refugee' vs. 'Resident'):

"Do you still see yourself as a TikTok refugee or more like Xiaohongshu residents now?"
Theoretical Mapping & Academic Rationale: Digital Habitus Recalibration & Identity Transformation. The primary indicator of
digital settlement; measures whether users retain a temporary, defensive "refugee" framing or have internalized a settled "resident”

platform identity.

Question 18 (Content Creator Motivations and Value Capture):
"If you are a content creator, what is your motivation to post videos? Does it help you in any way?"
Theoretical Mapping & Academic Rationale: Self-Determination Theory (Intrinsic Motivation & Autonomy) & Creator Capital.

Investigates creator agency, psychological fulfillment, and value accumulation through active content creation.
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APPENDIX D = Sample Coding Matrix with Representative Quote

This appendix presents a consolidated sample of the qualitative coding framework developed during the reflexive thematic

analysis. It illustrates the analytical trajectory from raw empirical data excerpts to initial open codes, sub-themes, and the final

overarching themes that inform the theoretical model presented in Chapters 4, 5, and 6.

Main Theme | Sub-Theme (Second-Order Initial Open Codes (First- | Representative Data Excerpt (Participant
(Aggregate | Theme) Order Indicators) Voice)
Dimension)
Theme 1: 1.1 Sociolinguistic Bricolage | In-app translation engine; "When the in-app translation feels robotic
Translingual | & Multi-Tool Assembly External LLM brokering; or misses slang, I copy Chinese comments
Practice & Machine translation into ChatGPT to ask for cultural nuances...
Strategic workaround combining that with the post's images and
Agency emojis helps me figure out what's actually
funny." (P02)
1.2 Multimodal & Visual- Visual-textual alignment; "I can’t read most Chinese characters, but
Semiotic Navigation Emoji reading; I’ve learned to read the platform's visual
Geosemiotic cues grammar. The layout, the aesthetic of the
photo, and specific Chinese emojis like [%£
%] tell me the tone before I even press
translate." (P10)
1.3 Efficacy Doses & Low-stakes participation; “I started commenting with simple Chinese
Semiotic Solidarity Reciprocal validation; emojis and short phrases like 'hahaha’ or 'so
Micro-confidence building | real'. When host users liked or replied to
my comments in English, it gave me a little
high—a sense that I actually belonged."
(P18)
Theme 2: 2.1 Platform Habitus Unlearning follow-backs; "On Instagram, a follow is cheap currency.
Symbolic Transformation Selective curation; You do it out of politeness or hope for a
Capital & Qualitative interaction follow-back. On Xiaohongshu, you only
Field etiquette follow when you deeply respect the
Realignment curation of that person’s feed. It feels like
giving a genuine compliment." (P21)
2.2 Accumulating Symbolic Protective facework; "I realized quickly that aggressive debates
Capital & Facework Respecting community don't work here. If you want respect, you
harmony; Performing show appreciation for someone's effort in
civility making a post. Politeness and good taste
are the real currency on this platform."
(P05)
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2.3 Host Recognition &

Identity Transition

Status conferral;

"

Transition from "Refugee"

to "Resident" (Shanghai

"A local Chinese user replied to my post
calling me a 'Shanghai Ren' [Shanghai

local] because of my niche café

Ren) recommendations. Moving from being
called a 'TikTok refugee' to a platform
resident made me feel truly accepted."
(P14)

Theme 3: 3.1 Algorithmic Moral Prosocial "Xiaohongshu’s algorithm doesn’t feed off
Motivational | Agency & Affective Safety recommendation; my anger. On Western platforms, outrage

Evolution &
Algorithmic

Pedagogy

"Healing" (zhiyu) feeds;

Non-outrage engagement

gets views. Here, my feed is full of
everyday kindness, domestic care, and
aesthetic life. It feels healing (zhiyu) rather
than toxic." (P13)

3.2 Need Fulfillment &

Intrinsic Motivation (SDT)

Autonomy (Epistemic
liberation); Environmental

competence; Deep

"[ initially joined just because TikTok was
getting banned [extrinsic push], but now I

stay because I’'m genuinely learning about

relatedness real Chinese culture without Western media
filters [intrinsic pull]." (P16)
3.3 Peripheral, Aspirational Legitimate peripheral "I mostly lurk and read. Watching how
& Prefigurative Participation | participation (Lurking); people interact in the comments is like a
Digital prefiguration; dress rehearsal for my future exchange trip

Imagined future self

to China. It helps me build an idea of what

daily life is actually like there." (P22)
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