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Recent studies show that users often interpret social media algorithms as mystical or spiritual because of their
unpredictability. This invites new questions about how such perceptions affect the content that creators create
and the communities they form online. In this study, 14 creators of algorithmic conspirituality content on TikTok
were interviewed to explore their interpretations and creation processes influenced by the platform’s For You
Page algorithm. We illustrate how creators’ beliefs interact with TikTok’s algorithmic mediation to reinforce
and shape their spiritual or relational themes. Furthermore, we show how algorithmic conspirituality content
impacts viewers, highlighting its role in generating significant emotional and affective labor for creators,
stemming from complex relational dynamics inherent in this content creation. We discuss implications for
design to support creators aimed at recognizing the unexpected spiritual and religious experiences algorithms
prompt, as well as supporting creators in effectively managing these challenges.
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1 INTRODUCTION
The centrality of algorithms in orchestrating activity on social media and their perceived opacity
[43, 84] has invited a wealth of Computer-Supported Cooperative Work (CSCW) research on
algorithmic folk theories (for eg., [33, 42]). Past research has also connected algorithms’ obscured
inner workings and unpredictability to conceptualizations of them as "magical" [26, 69, 86, 101, 112].
Particular attention has been paid to TikTok, given its sudden, intense popularity, and its unique
wholly algorithmically- driven content display interface — the For You Page (FYP) [26, 100]. The
prevalence of the idea among TikTok’s users that the FYP algorithm is both uniquely personal and
perceptive led Cotter et al. [26] to conceptualize the phenomenon of algorithmic conspirituality.
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Algorithmic conspirituality describes how TikTok users ascribe divine significance to especially
well-tailored content shown to them in their FYP, even when they understand how the algorithm
works [28]. This explicitly positions a video’s message as sent to the individual viewer by a divine
power, for example via phrases like "If you’re seeing this, it’s meant for you" [59] and has been noted
as increasing the persuasive appeal of videos[59].
Meaning-making through non-traditional epistemologies has been underexplored in Human-

Computer Interaction (HCI) and CSCW literature [57]. Additionally, there is a scarcity of research
on technology-mediated religious and spiritual spaces and practices [12, 115], particularly in the
contexts of support seeking and relationship building [55], which is surprising given the rapid
growth of the new age spiritual movement [26], alongside manifestations of digital spirituality [82].

We investigate how creators of algorithmic conspirituality content comprehend and present their
material as a unique form of expression. By examining their methods and beliefs we elucidate
new perspectives on how algorithmically mediated communication intertwines with non-rational
ideas about algorithms [69]. Informed by literature on labor [100], and the challenges of online
content creation [1], we further elucidate the implications of content creation in relation to unique
interpretations of algorithms [60, 118], particularly in how creators are affected by them. We ask:
RQ1: How do creators understand, interpret, and perform algorithmic conspirituality

and what expectations do they have in producing such videos?
RQ2: How are creators affected by creating algorithmic conspirituality content?
Our findings show that creators produce algorithmic conspirituality content driven by spiritual,

relational, and strategic motivations. They emphasized intuitive spontaneity, reflecting chance-based
views on the algorithm’s workings, which shaped their content. These practices aimed to connect
with others and offer support, using the algorithm to reach the right audience. However, creators
also noted that the nature of their content often triggered overwhelming and intrusive interactions,
fueled by genre expectations, resulting in considerable emotional and affective labor.

Overall, we contribute to HCI and CSCW research in three major ways. First, we reveal how the
interplay between creators’ beliefs and TikTok’s algorithmic environment enhances the dissemi-
nation and reception of spiritually and religiously infused content for users. Next, we highlight
how creators’ strategies for personalized communication ("you-centric" messaging) on TikTok
leverage algorithmic mediation to produce a sense of open-ended context. Finally, by examining
the relational nature of persuasive content and its amplification of creators’ responsibilities, we
complicate the affective labor they engage in and contribute to CSCW and HCI design by proposing
features that help creators manage this labor.

2 BACKGROUND
2.1 Algorithmic Conspirituality and Human-Computer-Divine Interaction
The ubiquity of artificial intelligence (AI)-driven applications has created a growing disconnect
between the complexity of these technologies and their comprehensibility among general users.
The perceived powers enabling AI have often been examined through lenses of spirituality, tran-
scendence, faith, and religion. Here, spirituality refers to "a sense of deep connection to something
larger than oneself, whatever that may be", encompassing not only ideas beyond religion but also
more personal, overarching beliefs in something beyond the self [13]. This spirituality differs from
religion, which has been defined as more organized and structured around common beliefs shared
by groups [106]. Other works have built on this distinction to explore transcendence which draws
on common spiritual concepts found in Western philosophies, where “meaning and communion
surpass the ego and personal boundaries” [19], rather than adhering to a specific religious doctrine.
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Prior work has also shown that spirituality can manifest in interactions with spiritual apps, such as
tarot reading and wellness or mindfulness systems [76, 88].
An overt example of the content we are interested in is the "if you see this" genre of videos on

TikTok [92], which draws from contemporary interest in new-age spiritual practices, combined
with the prevalence of conspiratorial thinking. In fact, prior work has defined- conspirituality as a
philosophywherein - "nothing happens by accident, nothing is as it seems, and everything is connected"
[113]. Based on this idea, Cotter et al., [26] introduced algorithmic conspirituality- "a spiritualizing
beliefs about algorithms, which emerge from occasions when people find personal, often revelatory
connections to content algorithmically recommended to them" [26]. This scholarship investigated
TikTok videos that introduced a meant to be discourse - with captions or content like: "If you’re
seeing this, it’s because you set this reminder in place. You asked me to bring you this reminder when you
need it..." [26]. Kanthawala et al. [59] explicated algorithmic conspirituality’s persuasive capacities
in altering viewers’ beliefs and behaviors. Likewise, the consequent parasocial relationships [56]
that this content facilitates between the creator and the viewer increase the viewers’ perception
of the algorithm as knowing them intimately [26, 110] and enhance the perceived authority of
messages [59], as both the creator and the algorithm act as gatekeepers [105].
Additionally, alternative modes of sensemaking of algorithms in this context have identified

mystical elements, also defined as the "possibility of acquiring ineffable knowledge attributed to
the divine" [47]. In particular, Cotter et al.’s [28] work found that TikTok users expressed reflexive
ambivalence, recognizing both mystical and rational aspects in algorithmic conspirituality videos.
In a tangential line of work, Hoefer et al., [55] coined faith informatics to study "systems that

facilitate growth in individuals’ systems of meaning-making". Faith is a broad term that is often
used interchangeably with trust. While epistemologically rooted in various disciplines, we draw
from [5] to explicate faith as trust in ideas and events that are not easily explained by other means.
Likewise, faith informatics [55] has been encouraged to successfully facilitate social interactions
[45]. Extending this work, we hope to see how the creation of algorithmic conspirituality content
both supports this goal and goes beyond it to foster connections.

Here, we also extend our examination to content creation within AI-mediated spaces, particularly
building on prior work that has established the importance of mediating support through spiri-
tuality [12], faith [55], and religious experiences [44, 116, 117] with AI-driven tools [21, 62, 102].
However, these discussions [115] within HCI remain scarce [115]. While existing research has
explored the mystical and opaque framing of AI [16], algorithms [26], and big data [27], including
concepts such as algorithmic conspirituality, there has been limited investigation into how content
creators themselves understand and engage with these frames. We extend this research within the
HCI and CSCW literature by examining how creators’ understanding of algorithms and algorith-
mic conspirituality influence their content creation strategies and shape their relationships with
audiences.

2.2 Understanding Algorithms, Audience Relationships, and Self Presentation
Folk theories describe popular, intuitive “theories” about how something–technology, in this context–
works, as formulated by everyday people [37, 42], rather than experts [97, 120]. In the absence of
understanding about the functionality of algorithms on these sites, folk theories essentially "fill in
the gaps" in everyday users’ knowledge of the algorithms as they make sense of their experiences
within these platforms [33, 36].

Content creators’ folk theories influence their content creation, including the “modes of self-
presentation, tone of voice, choice of content covered, words and sentence structures used” or otherwise
[6]. For instance, researchers explained howTikTok’s algorithmic experiences helped form tight-knit
communities among marginalized individuals, shaping their personal identities [99]. Related work
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has found that algorithmic folk theories particularly shape other communities’ behaviors as well,
including groups of Black TikTok creators, women, and LGBTQ+ groups [2, 32, 50]. Algorithmic
curation and folk theories also impact individual’s identity work and presentation of the self as
they mediate their relationships with their audiences [34–36].

Content creators—whether or not they self-identify as social media “influencers”—employ com-
parable audience management practices [74] to construct and sustain an imagined audience. Prior
work has explored how individuals conceptualize such audiences, ranging from generalized, mono-
lithic entities to more personalized and niche groups [67]. Some studies find that social media
users often do not consciously consider their audience’s characteristics or envision specific indi-
viduals who might view their posts [67, 108]. When imagined audiences are niche, they are often
conceptually homogeneous, such as communities united by shared interests like sports fandom
[67, 68].

Creators also make strategic decisions about the kinds of audiences they cultivate in relation to
the affordances and norms of specific platforms [46, 48], and often manage these audiences across
multiple platforms [71] to foster fandom, strengthen their personal brand, and develop revenue
streams. Other research has conceptualized audiences as publics, with relationships tied to self-
identity and collective belonging [66]. Building on this scholarship, our study examines how creators
interpret algorithms, engage with audiences, and sustain relationships within algorithmically
mediated content economies.

2.3 Managing Labor as Content Creators
HCI and CSCW scholarship has examined content creators’ labor in navigating algorithmically
driven spaces [8, 100]. Specifically, these studies focus on understanding how content creators
interact with algorithms [36, 118], and how the process of algorithmic mediation impacts them
by often demanding additional labor [31, 100]. Here, we explicate the different kinds of labor that
creators navigate to thrive within algorithmically mediated environments.
Creators employ various strategies, such as adhering to trends [31, 38], engaging in advertise-

ments [25, 31], and maintaining constancy [51] among others, to remain visible and ensure that
their content is algorithmically recommended to users (Also see for eg., [30, 77, 83, 96]). Addition-
ally, creators must manage their personal well-being while navigating platforms and engaging
in interactions, which leads to significant amounts of emotional labor [20, 54, 114, 123]. Scholars
have also found emotional labor to often be both impacted by and lead to the commodification
of authenticity [58]- as emotion, is "subject to acts of management" [53]. Moreover, creators also
manage the repercussions of their content, including user responses [51, 70], and in managing
content amidst platforms’ moderation decisions [72]- engaging in affective labor [54, 80, 123]. Hardt
[49] posits that affective labor underpins "immaterial labor", where activities such as "caring" yield
products perceived as devoid of tangible worth in the market economy. Thus, while creators’ do
not gain any direct material benefit from their affective labor, they must perform this work to build
an audience.

Altogether, this creative labor entailed by content creation for algorithmically-mediated environ-
ments demands a business-oriented mindset to remain competitive [39, 98]. Put differently, being
a content creator encompasses a broader range of labor practices than merely creating content.
Indeed, as scholars argued, being creative is a process inherently fraught with tensions arising
from platform constraints related to logistics and visibility, among other factors [7]. Our study
expands upon existing research on the challenges creators face in navigating labor dynamics while
innovating within distinct genres, influenced by unconventional interpretations of algorithms.
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Participant ID Video Type Summary
1 Religious The creator states that they prayed before recording the video asking to be put on the fyp of

someone really beautiful, which is the viewer. They remind the viewer that Jesus loves them and
encourage them to read scriptures.

2 Spiritual The creator states that if the viewer is seeing the video on a specific date, then something they’ve
been wanting to happen for a long time will finally happen. They state the viewer is worthy of this,
and say to save the video to claim the message.

3 Spiritual The creator states they have a message the viewer needs to hear and instructs them to put their
phone to their ear. The creator then states they see the viewer coming out of the rough period
they’re in, and encourages them by saying they are a lot stronger than they think.

4 Religious The creator states that they didn’t put any hashtags so if the video comes across someone’s page,
they feel like God wants them to pass a message to the viewer. They then say that the viewer’s
presence is enough, and that they themselves are enough. They say this is the reason people want
to talk to them, and that they bring light to people’s day because of God’s presence in them. They
say the viewer’s purpose is their presence and say they have to take care of themselves. They say
to be grateful to situations God has put them in.

5 Spiritual The video features the creator dancing in the background and text on screen saying they are
manifesting that the money both them and the viewer spend comes back to them. The video
features the numbers 444 and 888 and also repeats the sentence three times with “x3.”

6 Secular The video features the creator telling the viewer that this is a sign to take Instagram seriously, and
that anyone can do it. Then they show before and after pictures of their own Instagram account, as
well as stating that they got paid for it as well.

7 Secular The video features the creator lifting weights, and the text on screen tells ladies that this is their
sign to build their back if they want an hourglass figure.

8 Secular The video features text at the beginning saying the video is a sign to visit Mackinac Island in
Michigan. They then show various features of the Island people can come see including the
downtown, turquoise waters, biking, horse-drawn carriages, and historical sites like homes, hotels,
and forts. They say the viewer can come by ferry or plane, and write “see you there” at the end.

9 Spiritual In this video, the creator tells the viewer to look around and connect with their senses to notice
that they have everything they need and desire. Even if the viewer wants to rebut the statement,
the creator states that in this moment, they are breathing and their heart is beating and they are
consciously listening to the video, thus they have everything they need. They state that once this
is recognized, all their dreams and desires will become reality.

10 Religious The person in the video takes a rubber band and stretches it and asks if anyone has felt like the
rubber band—stretched and at their breaking point. She says this is because in order for the viewer
to get where they need to go, God had to stretch them. She states they were stretched for a purpose,
and they won’t break.

11 Spiritual The creator says that the viewer needs to write down these two dates because really significant
change is coming to their life on July 28th or September 16th. They say these two dates keep coming
to them so they decided to make a TikTok about it. They say the dates will be significant in their
soul’s path and will change your destiny.

12 Spiritual The video shows someone lighting a candle, and various dollar amounts appearing on different
parts of the video. The audio states that a spirit told them to tell the viewer that if they use this
sound they will receive a huge windfall, and to not delay.

13 Spiritual This creator holds up the “come together” tarot card, and on the screen has written that this video
is meant for you. They tell the viewer congratulations because the person the viewer is manifesting,
possibly an ex, will get back together with them, and they will probably get a happily ever after
ending.

14 Spiritual The creator uses the text, "If you are watching this right now, you are not alone. I’m here, and I’ll
always be here– while nodding their head in agreement in the video, and making eye contact with
the viewer– essentially narrating that the viewer should not feel alone.

Table 1. Video Summaries and Types: This table provides a description of the videos created by the inter-
viewers in our study and categorizes these videos according to their content.

3 METHODS
We conducted semi-structured interviews with 14 creators of "if you see this, it is meant for you"
format algorithmic conspirituality [26] videos. Simultaneously, we conducted qualitative iterative-
inductive-thematic analysis [9] to report our findings.
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Participant ID Personal Beliefs
1 Religious
2 Unclear
3 Spiritual
4 Religious
5 Spiritual
6 Spiritual
7 Unclear
8 Unclear
9 Spiritual
10 Religious
11 Spiritual
12 Spiritual
13 Spiritual
14 Unclear

Table 2. Video Creators’ Personal Beliefs: This table summarizes the religious or spiritual identities of the
participants, based on their interviews. The rationale behind categorizing personal beliefs is based on the
explicitness and nature of the beliefs expressed by creators. Religious beliefs were categorized when creators
openly identified with specific faiths or practices, as seen in the following example: "So my TikTok account
is known as a faith-based Christian content account" (P1). Spiritual beliefs were categorized when creators
mentioned beliefs in forces or energies beyond the material world, without aligning with a specific religions,
as in “I don’t want to get too deep. But my twin brother passed away three years ago. And whenever I do a
message like that, I feel like it’s him talking to me.” (P3). Content without clear religious or spiritual context
was categorized as unclear. Here, no explicit mention of beliefs manifested in the interviews.

3.1 Data Collection
3.1.1 Participants and Recruitment. Interview participants were mainly recruited via purposeful
sampling [109] with the TikTok "search" function. To identify the most relevant creators for
participation, the authors conducted a targeted search for content within the sphere of algorithmic
conspirituality. Search terms included the phrases: "This is a sign","If you see this", and "Meant for you".
These search terms indicate the consistency of returned videos with algorithmic conspirituality,
as these phrases communicate the creator’s implied belief that their videos will reach a specific
imagined audience by way of the FYP algorithm [59]. Table 1 describes the videos’ content of the
creators we interviewed, while Table 2 summarizes the religious and spiritual identities of the
participants, as they could be gleaned from their discussions in their interview. All participants
provided consent per institutional IRB guidelines and received $35 USD Visa or Amazon gift cards.
The demographic details of participants who completed a follow-up questionnaire are presented in
Table 3.

3.1.2 Interviews. Our interview protocol, started with getting to know the creators by asking,
"What type of content do you post?" and "What “sides” of TikTok are you on?". We then presented
participants with the specific video that led us to contact them, as it formed the basis for our
questions about their decision to create this kind of content. Sample questions included, "Who is the
’you’ that you are addressing?", "What are you hoping to achieve with this format?", and "What kind
of audience are you trying to reach?" Next, we explored their video creation process to understand
their strategies and motivations. Example questions included, "How do you go about creating your
videos—both this kind and other formats?" and "How do you think the algorithm helps in spreading

Proc. ACM Hum.-Comput. Interact., Vol. 9, No. 7, Article CSCW266. Publication date: November 2025.



Algorithmic Conspirituality CSCW266:7

ID Age Gender Race/Ethnicity Education Gross Personal Income No. of Followers
1 23 Male White College diploma $10,000 up to $19,999 330,000
2 28 Male White & Black or African American College diploma $50,000 up to $59,999 157,000
3 N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A
4 23 Female Black or African American College diploma $10,000 up to $19,999 116,700
5 25 Female White & Black or African American Associate’s degree Up to $10,000 8,000
6 19 Female Hispanic, Latino, or Spanish Some college $30,000 up to $39,999 1,000,000
7 21 Female Asian College diploma More than $150,000 26,000
8 34 Female White Master’s degree $100,000 up to $149,999 205,000
9 30 Female Asian Master’s degree $90,000 up to $99,999 110,900
10 N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A
11 52 Female White College diploma $70,000 up to $79,999 129,000
12 27 Female White College diploma $30,000 up to $39,999 16,400
13 24 Female White College diploma Up to $10,000 330,000
14 N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A

Table 3. Participant demographics

these videos?" Finally, we addressed questions about the labor involved in maintaining their role as
creators, including their perceived responsibility to their audience. Example questions included,
"What kind of responses do you get for your video?" and "How do you interact (or not) with your
audiences?."

3.2 Data Analysis
After data collection, all interviews were transcribed and anonymized. A categorization of the
videos that were used to contact creators is given in table 1. Religious videos were identified by clear
references to organized belief systems, such as mentions of specific religious figures (e.g., "Jesus")
or practices (e.g., prayer) [115]. When a creator referenced "God" without additional context, we
determined it to be tied to religion. Our categorization of spiritual videos emphasized personal
beliefs like manifestation or self-empowerment without citing a religious tradition, while secular
videos used the algorithmic conspirituality format without explicit religious or spiritual content
[76, 88]. It is essential to clarify that Table 1 represents the content of the videos, while the beliefs
of the creators were assessed based on interviews and are in table 2, contingent upon whether
participants organically introduced their religious or spiritual beliefs. Notably, the study did not
initially aim to focus heavily on the religious or spiritual beliefs of creators. However, it became
evident that many creators in the algorithmic conspirituality genre produced videos of this nature
and also held personal beliefs related to it.

The interview transcripts were analyzed by conducting an iterative, inductive thematic analysis
[9, 10]. This approach involved generating themes directly from the data (inductive) [95], repeatedly
refining themes to clarify them and achieve team consensus (iterative) [79], and developing a
codebook with focused themes [91] that guided our findings. An example of the iterative process
was the refinement of descriptive level codes such as caring for audiences and responding to viewer
needs folding into affective labor as a focused code. Each co-author reviewed 1-3 transcripts in an
initial round of open coding. Discussions of these codes led to the development of preliminary
descriptive themes. Following this, a second round of coding took place, where each team member
coded 1-3 new-to-them transcripts that they had not previously reviewed. This second round of
coding utilized the preliminary descriptive themes generated in the earlier round. The research
team met periodically to deliberate and clarify any disagreements. This collaborative effort resulted
in the final codebook, which was subsequently used to code all the interviews. The final round of
coding was distributed among all members of the coding team.
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4 FINDINGS
Our analysis reports two overarching themes: displaying and performing algorithmic conspirituality
(RQ1), and the impact on creators of doing so (RQ2). Each theme is broken into sub-themes and
elaborated in more detail below. A summary of this section can be found in table 4.

4.1 Displaying and Performing Algorithmic Conspirituality
Content developed within this genre primarily engaged with religious and spiritual themes. Creators
either emphasized their own beliefs in framing how and why this content was reaching their
audiences, or engaged in audiences’ identities. They reflected on how their beliefs shaped their
views on the algorithm and audience engagement. Creators who felt their content was spiritually
or religiously driven also shared how they relied on their deductions about how the algorithm was
working at a particular time to create content that would reach their audience. In doing so, some
creators used complex strategies to suit the algorithm and engage viewers, while others described
a kind of non-strategy strategy premised on faith in algorithmic recommendation.

4.1.1 A Divine Intervention.

I’m so fired up from the prayer before with the Lord, I really feel his presence. And then
that three, two, one, go. And I just kind of say what comes to mind, which comes out of
my mouth which I’ve learned is just allowing, I believe the Holy Spirit to speak through
me and to people across the screen (P1).

Like P1, some creators who incorporated elements of algorithmic conspirituality in their videos
attributed their viral success to a divine intervention– as an ongoing, dynamic interaction between
a "higher power and themselves", believing that their actions could subtly influence the divine,
resulting in miraculous acts woven into everyday life [47]. Here, "divine" does not necessarily
refer to a monotheistic belief but rather to something beyond the human realm—an otherworldly
presence that embodies faith, spirituality, and religion, which may take different forms for different
creators. Participants also believed that a higher power guided their content, a notion supported by
their acknowledgment of viewers who they perceived as personally touched by their messages. Such
creators expressed three motivations for producing algorithmic conspirituality content: serving
as messengers of a higher power, fulfilling their own spiritual and religious needs, and testing their
relationship with the higher power.
First, for some creators, producing algorithmic conspirituality videos was tied to their belief

in being a messenger of something beyond themselves. Some among them were religious in that
they developed personae similar to that of pastors– "using media as it is designed, with careful role
performance and attention to the audience", to share what they perceived as messages from God
[18]. These messages were often unplanned and spontaneous, with the content and timing inspired
by what they felt as divine guidance. When asked about their reason for using the specific format
P4 noted, "In that moment that day, I’m like, whoa, that was nothing but God", providing some
background for this belief by sharing- "I had been getting closer in my relationship with God as well.
And I’ve been kind of on this journey of just trying to allow God to just work through me" (P4).
At times, interviewees also saw the specific content of their videos as a result of their own

religious role, in documenting their own religious experiences and sharing it with others. For
example, P1 cited his "sole goal" as "shar[ing] the gospel" . P4 also contributed to this,

And so before I made that video, I had prayed and I was like, OK, God, just work through
me to bless whoever needs to be blessed within this video that I’m making. Work through
me to be able to just sing in a way that I may have never been able to sing before.

P3 shared a different experience, saying,

Proc. ACM Hum.-Comput. Interact., Vol. 9, No. 7, Article CSCW266. Publication date: November 2025.



Algorithmic Conspirituality CSCW266:9

[M]y twin brother passed away three years ago. And whenever I do a message like that, I
feel like it’s him talking to me. That’s where I dive into, and I see it in my head [..] If I
don’t get the goosebumps when putting up a message, then it’s not going to do well. I have
to feel it deep inside.

While not explicitly referencing God, P3 described a spiritual experience where he perceived
his brother speaking through him. This suggests a sense of otherworldly influence and points to
a personal experience that may align with religious beliefs in the afterlife, but may also reflect
transcendence.
Beyond serving others, these videos also supported the creators’ own spiritual and religious

well-being, often spilling over into other forms of manifestation and New Age beliefs. P4 shared, "It
literally feels like I’m talking to myself because that’s what I needed to hear at that moment". Here,
the creator tried to address her own needs and beliefs– and in turn provide an emotional support
through affirmations [103]. Additionally, another creator, P10 shared "[I am] just using things that
I’ve learned from God that’s helped me that might be able to help someone else"- and through that she
adds how it became a conversation that she wanted to pursue anyhow, and thus it did not involve
an active act of create [ing] content. She continued, "So it’s a thought that I’m going to have [...] or I’m
going to have this conversation, or I’m going to read this nugget, and I’m going to just record it.". This
process of creating content served a dual purpose: it not only helped them communicate messages
to others but also allowed for a fulfillment of their emotional needs as a result of their affirmations.

P4 also shared how she tested her relationship with God through her content, in understanding
her connectedness with religion. For instance, she said,

I really wanted to take a leap of faith with this and just really see like, ‘Okay, if you’re
really going to work through me and if you’re really going to put this on somebody’s
feed that needs this, I’m not going to include anything that has to do with the video, and
whoever needs to see it will see it’.

Seeing God as working through the algorithm, P4 wanted to have faith that it could interpret
her intent and deliver content to recipients who "needed" it: "And if it’s the algorithm that puts it
on there, okay. If it’s God that specifically sends it to the people that need to see it, that’s even better".
P1 additionally explicated the perceived divine will of the algorithm- "I pray right before I play
over the videos that the Lord only show this exact content to who is supposed to see it in Jesus’ name".
Thus, creators embraced the use of religious, spiritual and more secular ideas to discuss their own
shaping, producing and explication of algorithmic conspirituality content, much like the mystical
and rational elements that viewers ascribed to it [28].

Notably, other manifestations of spiritual motivations distinct from monotheistic religions were
included, P5, a tarot card reader, who shared that she "operate[d] from energy," explaining:

And then one day, I just had this weird feeling, and something told me to sit in front of
my camera and start recording and post one of my first videos and I did. And it did okay,
but by the third video, I was starting to gain traction, so that’s when I kind of knew that I
was on the right path in doing what I felt I was supposed to be doing.

P5’s spiritual message capitalized on the algorithm and TikTok’s response to validate it. Thus,
while she believed she was a messenger of this higher power, she also felt validated by user
responses, in addition to her own beliefs.

4.1.2 Personalized Engagement. Our interviewees reported that the "you-centric" structure and
personalization of algorithmic conspirituality videos increased their likelihood of audience engage-
ment, providing an effective "hook", explaining that this video format enabled them to establish
stronger connections with viewers, as well as remain motivated to continue producing content.
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These strategic and relational motivations coexisted with the spiritual and religious motivations
highlighted in section 4.1.1.

In the context of the algorithmic conspirituality format acting as a hook to amplify their content,
P6 shared, "I feel like if you don’t get people’s attention within the [first] three, five seconds [...] you
literally swipe." P3 further noted- "When you say certain phrases in a video, the AI catches it on
TikTok."

P10 similarly recognized the effectiveness of the format as a hook, and explained her use of it as
inspired by the rhetorical technique of a pastor she admired,

There was a pastor. [... when I] went to his conference. And I realized when he was speaking
to over 10,000 people, but he was saying, "You." He wasn’t saying, "Y’all." He wasn’t speaking
to the group. He was speaking to the person.

She further added, saying "y’all", "gives room for insecurity", and may make the audience think
"’Oh, she’s not talking to me [..] (if someone says) y’all, I don’t think I’m doing good, so she’s probably
meaning somebody else.’" It is important to note that, while P10 also produced content about
Christianity and her own beliefs, when speaking about the concept of algorithmic conspirituality,
she did not explicitly state religious motivations. However, she was influenced by her religious life,
such as drawing inspiration from her pastor to strengthen relationships, which contributed to her
pursuit of this relational motivation. P10 explained her content structure further:

So automatically, when [viewers] see that ‘this is for you,’ [they think] maybe it is, right?
If they see that up there and it’s– first of all, I’m talking to the person, not to people, right?
So it’s like me and you are having a conversation. I’m calling you. I’m not just trying to
put out a broad spectrum to everybody, so it makes it personal. And everybody likes things
that are personal.

Elaborating, P10 continued that when someone was looking for specific content and encountered
"you"-centric phrasing, they were more likely to be engaged. This personalization strengthened the
hook, making it more effective in capturing and retaining the viewer’s attention.

So if I say [this is for you, etc.], [..]and it catches you, you’re not going to scroll past
it if you’re looking for something that you know you want to be connected to because
everybody is looking for a message for them, right, even if they don’t realize it.

Another creator explained how his use of the algorithmic conspirituality format came to define
his content, eventually becoming a requisite for content amplification and recognizability among
his audiences:

It got to a point where if I didn’t say that [If you’re seeing this video, it is meant for you],
my video never performed as well. And the crazy part about all of this is that people grow
accustomed to the hook that you have and what you say. (P2)

However, he also acknowledged that initially using this format completely aligned with his
pursuit of authenticity:

I saw someone’s video where they were– it was a different niche. She was saying the same
hook of, ’If you’ve seen this today, this message is for you.’ But she applied it towards a
breakup and giving a message from there [..] I stayed to watch it. I’m not going through a
breakup, but I just realized I watched this all the way through [..] So I created a message
like that [..] And it just started going crazy. And so many people were liking it. They were
commenting like, ’This is what I needed to see. Thank you for this.’ [..] I was like, This is
amazing on both ends. This is me authentically creating my message, doing what I want
to do."
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P4, who shared that she was highly motivated for religious reasons stated- "I would go with the
algorithm just to kind of get on the wave of things and then draw certain people to my page and get
my interactions and stuff up". This highlighted the importance of adapting her content to trends,
noting, " You can always put your own spin on different things and be original with trends. But yeah,
just doing certain trends because that’s what most people’s eyes are on"- suggesting that there was
a blend of performativity alongside any purported authenticity regarding religious and spiritual
motivations and beliefs.

Creators’ strategic motivations also intersected with relational ones, as they intentionally sought
to connect with and positively impact their audience. Explaining this, P14 described his audience,
saying

I would say the audience that don’t have nobody else to motivate them, to tell them that
everything’s going to be okay, just the audience to heal [..] that’s going through a lot right
now don’t have nobody to motivate them, [and] feel like giving up on life.

Likewise, P3 emphasized a desire to impress a sense of belonging among viewers:
The fact that one person, one person hears that because this is for you - ’Me? Really?’ And
they’ll say, ’I feel like you’re in my head.’ It’s offering somebody a safe place is very, very
important to me.

P10 similarly noted that offering support had always been the goal, I truly felt like when I talked
to people [...] when I got on TikTok, my goal was [to] help one person", highlighting how the format
helped reach audiences, but that impacting even one person was sufficient. P11, who was also
spiritually motivated and whose niche was tarot readings, added that,

The client base is more important to me than the views and the follows and all of that
stuff. The one-on-one people that I get to meet, the people that I work with, the people that
become coaching clients, the people that I can help support through a tough time.

Here, P11 positioned her content creation as primarily motivated by connections, while high-
lighting the importance of this for her success.
The intertwining of strategic and relational motivations reflected a holistic approach to algo-

rithmic conspirituality on TikTok, where creators leveraged platform dynamics to amplify their
relational impacts. These insights illuminate the multifaceted motivations driving creators in
navigating TikTok’s ecosystem, highlighting their strategic adaptability and relational engagement.

4.1.3 Intuitive Spontaneity. Our participants often described their creation process as spontaneous
and instinctive particularly in the context of the perceived unpredictability of TikTok’s FYP algorithm.
Rather than meticulous planning or strategic analysis, they relied on their intuition and on-the-spot
inspiration. For example, P2 explained that he could only achieve actual visibility after feed[ing]
the algorithm, so that it accepts him and amplifies his work-

I had to kind of feed it [the algorithm]. In order for me to get to the door or even to be
accepted, I had to make sure I was hitting all of those [unknown metrics]. And then it kind
of was like, "All right, you’re in the club."

While this might seem contradictory to the strategic engagement we describe above, we under-
stand this form of intuitive spontaneity as a non-strategy strategy that creators felt worked for them.
In other words, intuitive spontaneity represented a strategy characterized by an explicit absence of
predetermined planning. As P3 explained,

I know for a fact that [..] a lot of us are clueless. We don’t know what is going on. We just
try, we put it out there, and some catch, some don’t. I’ll have a video with 3 million views
and then a video with 3,000.
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This uncertainty surrounding TikTok’s algorithms reinforced the idea that any content could
succeed, fostering a sense of serendipity that led creators to embrace unpredictability—ironically,
as a strategic practice. As explained by P9, "I wish it was one of the hashtag ones because then I would
be like, ’Oh, yeah, I’d probably follow that hashtag.’ But like I said, I’m just like literally winging it
out here in TikTok, and whatever works, works, and I keep going with that". In letting the algorithm
take over and disseminate content, creators learned to have faith that the algorithm knew the
appropriate audience for the content. They identified this form of creation as a low-effort, authentic,
and intimate process, also sometimes utilizing spiritual language, as P9 continued:

I [record] on the spot. Nothing’s ever planned. It’s whatever is aligned at that moment,
and that’s how I create them. I just decided I wanted to do that at that moment, got my
phone, and I was literally in my PJs. I’m in a t-shirt. That’s bare face.

We observed that this lack of clarity about the TikTok algorithm strategically led intuition to
play a role in how creators saw, understood, and performed algorithmic conspirituality. In fact,
accepting the limits of their ability to know the algorithm allowed creators to ignore the algorithm
in their creative process. For instance, P12 hoped for the best, taking somewhat of a "leap of faith" as
she published her videos- "It’s just, [you] shoot your shot, make the video, put it out there". Likewise,
P5 explained, "I don’t feel like it’s a necessity [to understand the algorithm] because I’ve been able to
kind of do it with just kind of doing free willy-nilly. P1 affirmed this, stating: "I’ve kind of learned [the
algorithm] is its own beast. It’s like, it changes all the time. Stop trying to figure it out." Even when
the algorithm’s unknowable characteristics frustrated creators, the result was to not focus on it,
instead "let[ting] the universe handle what it wants to handle,’ and [they] just really don’t look into it"
(P9).

Instinctive creation and perceived encouragement to create spontaneously intersected with cre-
ators’ understanding and performance of algorithmic conspirituality. This also fostered acceptance
of the algorithm’s unpredictability and its serendipitous nature. As P8 noted:"I think that’s why
[...]in the content I’m creating, it really helps to not give a crap about it, like to not think about it, to not
really give it attention". Such discourses were supported by other creators, who were experienced
in using TikTok, yet elected not to learn about the algorithm: "People ask me for my advice and [I]
go, ’You know what? I know how to tik. I do not know how to tok.’" (P3).
Overall, we note how creators described operating with an explicit absence of strategy. They

were cognizant of the importance of performativity, visibility, and other metrics, yet their personal
understandings and relational motivations often superseded strategic considerations– in developing
a non-strategy strategy. This approach was understandable, given their perception that strategic
practices were never consistently effective due to the algorithm’s unknowable nature. This also led
to discourses about spiritual and religious motivations, afforded by having faith in the algorithm.

4.2 Creator Consequences: The Impact of Algorithmic Conspirituality
We observed that creating algorithmic conspirituality content intensified the affective and emotional
labor creators performed. Their experiences indicated that the format of algorithmic conspirituality
videos invited viewers to feel a sense of intimacy that came with expectations of care and support.

4.2.1 Affective Labor. Regardless of whether their content explicitly claimed to channel a higher
power or offer practical advice, creators highlighted the "overwhelming" nature of viewer responses.
For instance, P6 discussed receiving influxes of comments, texts, direct messages, and emails, while
P10 noted responding to all the comments would require several hours.
Some further noted that certain viewers developed emotional attachments to them due to the

sense of care and compassion their content conveyed. For example, P4 mentioned: "A lot of people
feel immediately like I’m their friend, or they feel comfortable enough to just relate with me." Similarly,
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P5 observed that his viewers often formed “parasocial relationships” with him, explaining: “I’m
open with people; some of them kind of take it too far, like you give them an inch, they take a mile.
I’ve had people do that, and it can be uncomfortable”.

In some instances, creators reported that viewers not only felt connected to them but also idolized
them. P9 recounted how some clients who discovered her through TikTok "put me [her] on some
type of pedestal where they’re like, ’Oh, when I become like you, then I can be happier’" This idolization
could deepen viewers’ attachments, particularly when creators invoked or implied a connection to
a higher power– being motivated by religious or spiritual ideals. For instance, P2 shared:

[S]ometimes [viewers] take it as if I am like a god or I am a prophet. I’ve gotten people
who have messaged me and wanted me to bless things and [. . . ] wanted me to just tell
them about how things are.

As P2 indicates, viewers’ parasocial relationship with creators takes on a different valence
when deemed religiously or spiritually significant. Understandably, creators reported feeling a
tremendous sense of responsibility in their interactions with viewers similar to care professionals
[78]. For most creators, an altruistic desire to help others and a sense of connection with viewers
drove this responsibility. They viewed their interactions as deeply meaningful, often likening them
to relationships with friends, family, or therapists. For example, P12 shared: I want [viewers] to
feel happiness [..] And it’s a big part of also wanting to take care of people’s mental health, right?
This desire to care for people motivated many creators to continue posting and interacting. For
example, P4 discussed the many times she considered deleting her account or stopping her posts,
but ultimately continued due to the impact she felt she had on her viewers: "But then I’m like, ‘Dang,
I have a lot of people out here that are going through things. And they’ve shown or told me the impact
that I’ve had on them. I don’t want to let them down.’"
Likewise, creators often found themselves performing labor to manage their own stress and

anxiety to support their viewers’ emotional needs. They worried that not posting on any given day
could have real consequences. For instance, P2 shared: "I’ve had so many people reach out to me
like, ‘You have no idea how much this is keeping me going.’ So even then, I have this almost anxiety to
just continue to put the content out like that." In this vein, P3 provided a vivid picture of what he
imagined was at stake if he failed to post:

[I]t’s intense, insanely intense that a message they saw on TikTok, one woman, the very
first letter I got, she wrote all of her letters out to her family. That was going to be the
night she was going to do it. And so she was scrolling through TikTok and one of my videos
popped up and she watched it and she watched every single video that I had as far as the
messages go. And she said because of the videos, she didn’t do it. And she’s still around.

While P3 described such experiences as instilling him with a sense of purpose, he also lamented:
"it’s heavy. Some of the stuff they say, I don’t even know how to respond to. It’s too much sometimes."

The sense of responsibility felt by some creators also followed from the attachments and expec-
tations viewers developed in response to content designed to be motivational or guiding. Some
participants’ experiences illustrated how content positioned as containing religious or spiritual
wisdom heightened the pressure creators felt in response to audience expectations. For example,
P6 discussed receiving messages from viewers who were disappointed in the lack of results they
saw after following her spiritual advice on "manifestation":

There was actually one person that I had to tell them like, ‘You need to love yourself more
than you love somebody else.’ Because this person was like, ‘If I don’t get this person to
text me back, I’m literally going to die.’ And I was like, ‘Oh, my gosh. They’re putting
everything, putting all this stuff on me.’ And then I started to feel guilty.
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Creators’ content invited dependence, as viewers valued their predictions, which, when true,
validated and deepened that dependence, resembling a form of faith akin to spiritual or religious
beliefs. For example, P12, whose niche was tarot card readings, found that some viewers became
obsessive in seeking her insight through a client line she established for viewers who bought
readings: "And they would be texting me in the middle of the night– Oh, my God. –trying to call me
in the middle of the night because they were like having a mental breakdown." Situations like this
illustrated the heavy burdens that creators felt, stemming from the connections they developed
with their viewers. Notably, this dynamic also mirrors the emotional and affective stress that priests
experience in religious settings, where they are expected to bear the emotional weight of others’
struggles [89].
As another example, some of P2’s videos’ included specific dates attached to predictions. For

example, "If you’re seeing this video on November 20th, this message is meant for you. Something big
is getting ready to enter into your life.” While he intended such messages to inspire and affirm, he
shared viewers often interpreted the content as divine predictions, prompting them to seek his
advice on matters of great consequence:

[I]t was scary having people messageme like, ‘I need you to give me some kind of message to
take care of my financial well-being.’ And I’m like, ‘Listen, I can give you some affirmations
to help get you in the mindset, but there’s so much more that we got to look at to try to see
that happen. . . ’

Affirmation as a spiritually motivated emotional response often emerged when individuals seeked
guidance in times of crisis, much like turning to traditional religious leaders [87]. Likewise, this
dynamic played out on TikTok, where creators like P2 positioned themselves as sources of insight.
Here, the format of P2’s content shaped the emotional responses he received and subsequently
had to manage, as it invited viewers to see him as a purveyor of insight from a higher power. In
this way, P2’s role mirrored that of religious leaders, offering emotional reassurance and spiritual
comfort, while navigating the burdens and expectations of his audience.

4.2.2 Emotional and Digital Labor. We examined emotional labor as the labor performed by creators
to live up to the social expectations of viewers/followers [123]. While affective labor turned outward
to manage others’ affective needs, emotional labor turns inward to manage one’s own emotions
in order to provide good service to "customers." Our participants experienced negative responses
from viewers including hate, harassment, and bullying. They also experienced guilt, frustration,
and anger as a result of viewers’ expectations. Explaining how user expectations about their posts
impacted her, P4 shared, "[I]f I don’t post today and somebody’s going through something, then I
could let them down."
The perceived imperative to maintain a steady presence on TikTok was taxing, but a necessity

signifying creators’ own success. Creating motivational, highly personal content based on intu-
ition, without a defined strategy, resulted in creators’ opening connections with varied audiences.
Consequently, audiences placed substantial value on the creators, depending on and expecting a
great deal from them. Not only did this prompt empathy fatigue [78], but also occasionally invited
hostile responses from their audiences. For instance, P3 explained:

I want people to think that I’m talking directly to [them]. "Do you feel this message?" I
want you to think I’m talking to you. But because sometimes they don’t know how things
work, like "How did I get this message? Jesus, did you send me this message? Did I need to
hear this today?" And then boom. And let’s say I don’t respond to a DM fast enough to
them [...] And it takes me another two weeks to get to them. Oh my God, the things they
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say in those messages [...] sometimes they get violent. They get verbally assaultive. It’s,
yeah, the name-callings.

If their absence was felt, reactions sometimes spilled over to the real-world. For example, P3
explained how one time police officers showed up at his door to perform a wellness check after
a follower tracked his information down when he did not post for 24 hours. Understandably, P3
described this experience as "scary", but also immediately shifted to emphasize the upsides of
cultivating this kind of intimacy with others on TikTok.
Some creators also shared that they felt pressured to consistently engage with audiences and

foster a stronger community. For P13, this pressure grew from comparison to other creators she
perceived as "having strong communities". Consequently, she often felt a sense of failure and
self-reproach when she perceived herself as falling short of these standards.

Maybe I’m just being hard on myself, honestly, because I respond to comments.[But] I
don’t respond to all the comments. I don’t have time to respond to all the comments. But I
feel like I do a decent job at responding to comments. (P13)

Managing emotional labor was often intertwined with performing digital labor. Harassment,
such as duplicate and fraudulent accounts attempting to scam followers, used creators’ identities to
deceive others. Although creators were not the direct targets, their names and social capital were
exploited. Consequently, creators had to manage the fallout, posting clarifications and reaching
out to TikTok for assistance. These fake accounts did not just duplicate the name or handle of
the creators, hoping for financial gain from misleading followers, but also duplicated content. For
example, P10 shared: "I think I’ve blocked over 30 people trying to be me, and they’re always trying to
do tarot card readings and all kinds of stuff."
When creators reached out to platforms for assistance, there was often no action for "month

and months and months" (P10), and if they did take action, the creators’ own accounts were often
impacted. P5 added to this, on how platform policies were also not transparent towards her content
while allowing fraudulant, mimicry accounts to continue existing, "TikTok literally flagged my video
and took it down, said that I was harassing [...] but they still let the other accounts stay up.”
Navigating these challenges while also seeking to maintain visibilty and the performativity

of producing consequential content was frustrating, exhausting, and difficult to keep up with.
As discussed in section 4.1.3, creators often engaged in a spontaneous and instinctive process in
maneuvering through the algorithm’s minutia. However, the continual unpredictability of the
algorithm often left them playing a guessing game that P13 described as toxic, sharing: "It feels like
a toxic relationship. Oh, we’re doing so good. Oh, this is really bad. Oh, it’s actually pretty good, bad.
It’s back and forth."

5 DISCUSSION
Our findings reveal creators’ diverse interpretations of algorithmic conspirituality content and the
motivations behind its creation. Some creators viewed their content as spiritually or religiously
driven, attributing viral success to divine intervention and framing their work through personal
beliefs, suggesting that a higher power guided their content to the right audience. Others saw their
algorithmic conspirituality content as a deliberate stylistic strategy. For these creators, phrases
like "If you’re seeing this, it’s meant for you" were employed to engage viewers with personalized
language, cultivating a sense of intimacy and connection. Moreover, for many creators, an intuitive
spontaneity alternately represented an ambivalent practice forming a non-strategy strategy. Here,
creating content was based on faith in the (algorithmically-mediated) powers that be. Regardless
of their understanding of and motivations for creating algorithmic conspirituality content, many
creators reported overwhelming, invasive viewer interactions due to the expectations the genre of
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Themes Subthemes

Displaying & Performing
Algorithmic Conspirituality A Divine Intervention: Creators attribute their success to divine

intervention, believing that a higher power guides their actions and
content. They feel that their creativity andmessages are inspired by
spiritual and religious forces, whether through a direct connection
to God or other transcendent experiences. This belief drives them
to produce content with a sense of purpose, trusting that it will
reach the right audience, often relying also on the role of the
algorithm to deliver their messages.

Personalized Engagement: Personalized Engagement refers to cre-
ators using a "you-centric" approach in their algorithmic con-
spirituality content to create a personal connection with view-
ers, enhancing audience engagement by making the message feel
specifically tailored to individual needs and increasing the likeli-
hood of interaction.

Intuitive Spontaneity: Intuitive Spontaneity refers to a creative
process where creators embrace a lack of predetermined planning,
allowing inspiration and intuition to guide their content. This
"non-strategy strategy" often relies on trusting the algorithm’s
unpredictability, creating content spontaneously and authentically,
without overthinking or focusing on strategic planning, leading
to a sense of serendipity and faith in the process.

Creator Consequences
Affective labor emerged from algorithmic conspirituality as a re-
sult of the format and genre of the content created. Creators were
required to provide emotional and psychological support to their
audiences. This involved managing parasocial relationships, ad-
dressing viewers’ emotional needs, and acting as a source of guid-
ance. Creators often felt a heavy obligation to their viewers, similar
to that of care professionals or religious figures, especially when
seeking emotional validation or spiritual reassurance. This dy-
namic led to both positive and overwhelming forms of emotional
labor.

Emotional and digital labor arose as creators managed the emo-
tional expectations of their audiences, including dealing with ha-
rassment and guilt, while also handling the fallout from fraudulent
accounts and platform inconsistencies, all while navigating an
unpredictable algorithm.

Table 4. A Summary of the Key Findings
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content invited, particularly when the content was of religious and/or spiritual nature. Creators’
shared that viewers frequently took their messages to heart and idolized them, as more than human,
including sometimes as messianic figures. In the following sections, we situate our contributions
within CSCW, focusing on content creation, technospiritual discourse—specifically, the integration
of religious and spiritual concepts in HCI—and the associated labor.

5.1 Religion, Spirituality, Faith and Content Creation
Our work highlights the often unexamined traces of religion and spirituality in everyday technology
use, helping to expand the underdeveloped domain of HCI research on religion and spirituality
[13, 115]. We uniquely demonstrate how spiritual and religious beliefs may become organically,
perhaps unexpectedly, imbricated with social media affordances, and user culture. This contradicts
a popular view of technology as incompatible with spirituality and religion [115], instead drawing
attention to the possibilities of their entanglement. In fact, we assert that it is the nature of
algorithmic conspirituality based content, that makes it appealing to religious, spiritual, and faith-
based followers. The characteristic terminology for this content alludes to being "meant for" users,
implying a certain outerworldly belief in directing this content to them [59]. As various HCI
scholars have documented, social media creators make sense of algorithms in diverse ways (See for
eg., [32, 50]). Adding to this work, our findings flag religion, spirituality and other types of existing
alternative epistemological beliefs as relevant to this sensemaking.
Characterized by its perceived serendipity [93], TikTok is ripe for the propagation of content

incorporating ideas of religion and spirituality [82], consistent with prior work highlighting that
creators’ attraction to unpredictability drives their preference for the platform [17]. We extend
CSCW research on creators’ sensemaking and content creation practices, as well as the role of
religious and spiritual beliefs in technology use, by demonstrating how creators’ spiritual and/or
religious beliefs, combined with their perceptions of the algorithm’s serendipitous nature, inspire
the creation of content within the algorithmic conspirituality genre. This happens as serendipitous
views of the algorithm reinforce beliefs, leading to intuitive spontaneity as a non-strategy-
strategy. This intuitive spontaneity acts as an important characteristic of the content such creators
create- consequently leading to the relationships, platform perceptions and support that they both
provide and expect from the content creation and sharing process.

Consequently, we extend research on creators’ audience engagement strategies [71] by exploring
how creators develop ideas spontaneously, without relying on specific strategies to navigate Tik-
Tok’s algorithm. It helps that TikTok’s seamless flow of content obscures the underlying algorithmic
processes, inviting creators to explicitly characterize their content as appearing in front of users as
a result of a higher power. Whether creators mean this in earnest or in a tongue-in-cheek manner,
TikTok’s serendipitous "right time, right place" algorithmic recommendations [65, 75, 122] invite
a sense of connectedness between viewers and creators. Here, as noted in [64], when situating
algorithmic systems within a more than human plane, their use can prompt introspection and a
sense of "emotional solidarity" with others who become present through mutual interaction with the
system. Indeed, the intense and sometimes intrusive responses described in section 4.2.1 exemplify
the deepening of algorithmic conspirituality content’s connective affordance [59], as premised on a
notion that everything is connected.

5.2 This Message is Meant for you: Characteristics of Algorithmic Conspirituality
Content

Our work also builds on research contributing to the creator economy’s focus on creating personal-
ized experiences [20, 65] by explicating how content, influenced by spiritual and religious beliefs
also contributes to its commercialization. In particular, we explain how the design of content, shaped
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by creators’ beliefs and their interpretation of the TikTok algorithm, draws on communication
practices that aim to be personalized, yet are also designed for the masses. Prior research has
highlighted tensions between authenticity and visibility, particularly due to algorithmic opacity
[24, 31]. We demonstrate how algorithmic conspirituality content implicitly mediates these tensions,
despite a lack of explicit concern about them.

Among our interviewees, we found that creators’ content, while not claimed for specific audiences,
phrased words that explicitly only spoke to a specific individual or group that they believed would
receive the content– be it through algorithmic or outer-worldly mediation. This was exemplified in
4.1.2, where P14 imagined his audience as all who needed to hear the message, and P10 and others
focused on reaching audiences by using "you" to make it more personalized and engaging. From this,
it is evident that creators perceived the phrase "this message is meant for you" and similar phrases as
powerful methods of influencing themasses through the personalized structure of the content. Many
creators intended this phrase literally, rooted in their belief in a higher power, while others adopted
it as a persuasive hook to engage viewers. Likewise, the message exhibits interpretive flexibility–
depending on viewers’ distinct experiences, perspectives, and expectations, it influences how one
interprets the message and makes sense of it, according to what they see as right (see [28]). However,
the algorithmic conspirituality genre does embed an open-ended spirituality, accommodating major
religious traditions, new age beliefs, or agnostic viewpoints– as not being mutually exclusive to any
particular beliefs. This places creators in a distinctive position when it comes to persuasive appeals
[4], as much like the personalized economy- the message is produced for mass consumption but
also serves as customized products for individualistic consumers [90]. This reflects the ambiguous
spirituality of algorithmic conspirituality, aligning with the contemporary shift from religion to
spirituality, which emphasizes a more personal religious experience [41]. In this context, belief is
influenced, shaped, or amplified by algorithms, often in complex, contradictory, and unclear ways–
as seen through the varied experiences and performances of algorithmic conspirituality.
In a way, we see changes in how spirituality and religion are used as forms of support, as

creators generate "you-centric" content, and the algorithm’s personalization factor strengthen this.
Consequently, the TikTok algorithm, becomes an artifact of faith-ing [55]- supporting goals of faith
informatics such as making connections and maintaining and sharing faith. These changes reflect
traits of a personalized economy [90] but also facets of the creator economy, where creators are
interested in being authentic, diverse, and novel [31, 40] while also needing to produce content
constantly [3], leading to the mass production of personalizable content within the spiritual
realm. The mass production of personalized spiritual and religious content extends to leaders
of institutionalized religions, who engage audiences on algorithmically driven platforms while
navigating tensions between social media norms and traditional communication practices [14].

5.3 Affective Labor: Content Driven Responsibility
Our findings underscore creators’ affective labor within the constraints of an algorithm-driven
creator economy, extending prior research on digital content production (e.g., [29, 123]). We find
that the genre of content created a pronounced sense of responsibility for creators, resulting in a
ubiquitous obligation regardless of their initial intentions.

Participants’ reflections drew parallels to empathy fatigue, or "a state of emotional, mental, physical,
and occupational exhaustion" [107] prompted by efforts to understand and connect with others’
experiences, experienced by spiritual care, medical, and counseling professionals, among others
[78, 107]. Some participants’ attempts to enact boundaries with their viewers demonstrates a need
for tools and resources for striking the right balance between positive and negative impacts of
creators’ empathy[78]. We also extend prior work that has shown online spiritual support can be
beneficial in various contexts, including but not limited to supporting individuals’ mental, physical,
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and emotional health [61, 102], as well as advising people in everyday decision-making [119].
Our findings explored interviewees positioning themselves as providing such support, viewing
themselves as influential figures and guiding lights in their audiences’ lives through their content.
Once they carve out such a niche—often through a viral video—they take on accountability for
their content and its impact. Affective labor hence manifests through the consequent affective
relationship with their audiences. As P4 explained, I have a lot of people out here that are going
through things. And they’ve shown or told me the impact that I’ve had on them. I don’t want to let them
down- in that the very idea of her content- produces relationships and emotional responses ([80]; p.
284)- which are products of affective labor [49, 85]. Consequently, ambiguous spirituality through
individualized messaging adds intimacy [85] to this affective labor, producing a strengthened
reaction from viewers and deepening the emotional expectations from creators.
Our analysis reveals that affective labor in this genre arises from individualized messaging,

particularly in its spiritual or religious dimensions. This highlights the complexity of content
creation, requiring creators to engage deeply with followers while managing personal boundaries
and identities. The expectations of social intimacy, guidance in everyday decision making, and
opportunities for fellowship is similar to what has been seen in traditional congregational use of
social media for ministry work [15, 81]– extending to Kong’s [63] work who theorized that the
blending of mass and personal communication would facilitate these types of dependencies in
religious spaces. However, creators reported their followers developed strikingly high levels of
interpersonal relational expectations. As creators reported these experiences were more pronounced
on TikTok, our findings also align with work that indicates the nature of more interpersonally-
focused relationships between spiritual leaders and followers is dependent on context and platform
[15]. These findings suggest a need for further exploration of the the experiences of traditional
religious leaders who have cultivated social media followings who may have unique perspectives on
differences between their traditional interpersonal relationships with congregants and parasocial
relationships with their social media community.

5.4 Implications for Platform Design
Prior work has provided design suggestions to support religious and/or spiritual contexts, encour-
aging ideas such as openness, fluidity, and uncertainty in the design process [22]. While these
concepts inform platform design for religious and spiritual needs, our work examines content
creators’ challenges in algorithmically mediated systems. Increased algorithmic accuracy reinforces
users’ perceived dependence on content timing and fosters expectations of creator attention and
care. Scholars have also highlighted spirituality as a key motivation for engagement on platforms
[102]. Addressing how to mitigate the labor of content creators in this space is crucial for sustaining
their work and supporting user needs.
Content moderation tools can ofcourse help reduce bullying and harassment faced by creators

[52, 111], but our findings suggest that additional tools are needed to support creators’ emotional
and affective labor. Creators do not want to eliminate viewer interactions, but seek more effective
ways to manage them without being constantly available.

Platform design for mediating affective labor should prioritize creating tools and resources that
"respect the emotional limitations" [78] of creators, helping them manage their own emotional
efforts while simultaneously supporting their ability to care for their audiences. The goal here
is sustainable labor, which necessarily must include opportunities to disengage and recuperate
[78]. For instance, TikTok could incorporate a tool that enables creators to acknowledge multiple
messages simultaneously, thereby reducing the pressure to respond individually to each one. This
could include automated acknowledgment tools, such as a button to acknowledge or auto-respond,
conveying attentiveness to the audience and affirming that their messages are valued. It would
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also continue to maintain communities and relationships with audiences, which would be mutually
beneficial for both the platform and creators [73]. In the same vein, the video reply feature, which
allows creators to respond to individual comments in a video, could be enhanced to select comments
expressing similar sentiments and tag all commenters in the response video. Alleviating the anxiety
and overwhelming responsibility experienced by creators not only fosters their creative processes
by minimizing the burden of affective and emotional labor but also enhances their relationships
with users who seek meaningful connections with them [23].

Notably, these recommended designs represent less effortful means of interacting with audiences,
which could attenuate perceived presence and connection [121]. While it is important to give
creators tools that grant a reprieve from the demands of affective and emotional labor, creators
will need to understand the trade-off that comes with employing them and implement them not as
default responses but situationally, as appropriate. Moreover, platforms should take care to recognize
the differences between reducing creators’ personal efforts related to maintaining relationships
and procedural efforts related to navigating and exploiting platform features [121]. As [121] show,
reducing personal effort can be achieved by building meaningfulness via design elements that make
communication akin to a gifting experience: personalization, cuing the notion of wrapping and
unwrapping, and making effort visible to receivers. Meanwhile, reducing procedural effort can
be achieved through designs that promote playfulness in communicative tools, intuitiveness, and
asynchronicity [121].

Our findings demonstrate creators simultaneously seeking to cultivate a favorable relationship
with the algorithm and audiences. While serendipity as a non-strategy-strategy remains vital in
content creation, and supporting other work, and sharing the exact workings of algorithms remains
difficult, reducing the labor required for creators to engage with their audience is of value. A
system that enables viewers to provide nuanced feedback—similar to Facebook’s reactions but
with options like hopeful, cared for, or anxious– could streamline interactions, allowing creators
to better understand audience sentiment without being overwhelmed by individual user needs.
By minimizing the effort required to interpret audience responses, such a system would support
creators in shaping content that remains spontaneous, responsive to audiences’ need and an
effective source of support. Ideally, creators would be able to customize viewer response options
that provide them with information relevant to their unique goals and communities. However, the
flexibility that customizable responses afford must be balanced with increased cognitive demand
for viewers who must determine the most appropriate reaction graphic to select as well as the
ambiguity of what each option represents [104].

6 LIMITATIONS, CONCLUSION AND FUTURE RESEARCH
Our research has limitations. As with all qualitative studies, our findings reflect the research team’s
interpretation and are not intended for generalization [10, 11]. Data collection ceased upon reaching
saturation through iterative analysis and discussion [10, 11], though further interviews could yield
additional insights, especially as we are limited by geographic diversity, with all interviewees
based in the US, which may influence their beliefs and experiences. As Cotter et al. noted, spiritual
sensemaking in algorithmic conspirituality may be shaped by the American tradition of religious
liberalism [28], intersecting with political liberalism [94]. We encourage future research to explore
diverse cultural perspectives. Lastly, our interviews focused on TikTok; further investigation into
platform variations and algorithmic conspirituality is needed. We also point to the predominantly
spiritual and religious content observed in searches for algorithmic conspirituality videos and call
for future work to further center such content and experiences in platform studies.

In conclusion, our research highlights the spiritual, relational, and strategic motivations behind
algorithmic conspirituality content. Creators relied on intuitive spontaneity, often embedding
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religious and spiritual ideas about algorithms and trusting them to reach the right audience. While
creators described this approach as a means of connecting with and supporting viewers, they
reported it often led to overwhelming responses. Our study advances HCI and CSCW research by
showing how creators’ beliefs, motivations and TikTok’s algorithm shape digital community dynam-
ics and perceptions of algorithmic conspirituality. We also reveal how individualized "you"-centric
communication on TikTok fosters support, underscore the relational nature of persuasive content
and bring out spiritual ambiguity as a consequence of such content. Finally, we propose design
tools to manage affective labor in spiritual and religious content creation on TikTok, providing a
foundation for other researchers to also support similar content within platformized systems.
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