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Abstract

The Experience of Youtubers with Disabilities

in South Korea

Yun, Hyeong*-Cho, Eunchong**

The purpose of this research is to study media content producers with
disabilities. Scholars who traditionally study the intersection between disabilities
and media have focused on the representation of people with disabilities in legacy
media such as TV, films, and newspapers or on the accessibility to such media from
the perspective of the rights of people with disabilities. Most TV producers, film
makers, and journalists are non-disabled, and therefore, disabilities are represented
by non-disabled media producers in legacy media. However, new media
technologies and platforms including Youtube and Facebook have been on the rise,
and many people with disabilities have utilized such technologies and platforms to
produce and distribute media contents regarding their lives and identities more
easily than before. Therefore, we aim to explore the experiences of people with
disabilities as a media content producer. Among other new media platforms, we

particularly focus on their usage of Youtube.

As the theoretical frame, we used the concept of self-representation that Goffman

developed. In the Presentation of Self in Everyday Life, Goffman argues that in a

* Department of Journalism & Communication, Kyung Hee University
** Ph.D. Student in the Department of Sociology University of California, San Diego
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space where people interact with others, individuals selectively show specific facets
of themselves in order to portray their ideal self, which is a self-image that they
want others to see. If so, it can be interpreted that Youtube videos are significant
tools that people use to show the ideal image that they want to share in public.
This study is also inspired by the field of media production research which Korean
communication scholars have studied. From the perspective of a media producer,
we tried to reinterpretate and understand the experience of people with disabilities

as creators, as well as workers who produce content on new media platforms.

Methodologically, this study is based on qualitative interviews with eight
Youtubers with disabilities. We selected interviewees who have worked more than
six months and asked them why they started video content production, how they
have represented their self-images, and how these experiences have affected their

lives. Then, we interpreted their interview data by using thematic analysis.

Eventually, we were able to identify two major types of the self-images of
Youtubers with disabilities: “An image of a leading and self-directed figure” and “An
image of being not different from others.” First, “An image of a leading and
self-directed figure” represents the image of creators who play a leading role in
their video and place themselves in the center of the story. Second, “An image of
being not different from others” is the image that their video of their daily lives
contain, demonstrating their desires of dismantling barriers between people without
disabilities and themselves as equal members of society. This means that although
they admit that their disabilities affect their daily functions in one way or another,
thus make their lives different from others without disabilities, they want to be
recognized as equal members of society just like others. We also found that some
Youtubers represented themselves as a hero overcoming a physical obstacle, which
aligns with the findings of the mainstream scholars who have studied how legacy

media describes disabilities.

In addition, their Youtube activities have had a significant impact on their lives
economically and socially, and even on building their own identities as people with

disabilities. The media platform has allowed them to generate an income stream, to
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form social connections with others, and eventually to build their own identities
that they desire. To state in detail, an increase in subscribers of their Youtube
channels has affected their confidence in their lives as a leading and self-directed
individual, enabled them to form networks with others, and later secured their
opportunities to obtain economic revenues from such platforms. Their on-line
experiences have further transformed and enhanced their optimistic perceptions
towards themselves as economically and socially proactive, and self-directed
individuals in their actual lives. Also, as Youtube content producers, as well as a
protagonist of their contents, they have lived out what they portrayed as ideal
self-images and inspired new images of people with disabilities as equal members

of society by proactively communicating with their audiences — both abled and
disabled.

This study makes important contributions to reinterpreting people with
disabilities as a media producer and identifying their ideal-self images. On top of
that, this study also contributes to understanding the impacts of new media

platforms on people with disabilities.

Key Words : Disability, Media, New Media, Youtube, Media Production Studies, Self-Presentation
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