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Platform Transparency as Ways of Knowing  
the Audience: Data Analytics on YouTube

Jan Teurlings

The prime purpose of the mass media complex is to produce people in 
audiences who work at learning the theory and practice of consumership 
for civilian goods and who support (with taxes and votes) the military 
demand management system.

—Dallas Smythe, “Communications”

Introduction
Since Dallas Smythe launched, now almost 50 years ago, what came to 
be known as the audience commodity debate, it has become a truism of 
critical political economy that media produce audiences. Whereas much of 
the ensuing debate focused on the second part of the epigraph (Is the 
audience a commodity? Does it perform work while watching? What is 
the nature of that work and what is its role in the capitalist system?), the 
deceptively simple proposition that media create audiences received far 
less scholarly attention. To be sure, it was hailed as an important insight 
into the nature of the mass media audience, but it was rarely further 
developed, nor taken as the starting point of further theoretizations on 
the audience, or its consequences for how we conceive mediation more 
generally. This essay foregrounds Smythe’s original insight and takes it 
as the starting point for a reflection on how content producers working 
on digital platforms produce and know “their” audiences.

With media “produce people in audiences” Smythe meant that media 
gather disparate individuals (“people”) into a temporary collective entity. 
This entity has a fleeting existence, with temporary and fluid memberships, 
and with loyalty less than guaranteed. Because each medium reconfigures 
time and space in specific ways, this also means that different media pro-
duce different types of audiences, each with their specific characteristics. 
One only needs to contemplate the differing ways, with different tempo-
ralities, with which a live medium like broadcast TV, an offline medium 
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like a novel or a recurring medium like a newspaper bring their audience 
into being, to fully appreciate the various ways media constitute audiences.

An often-overlooked feature of media producing audiences is that a 
medium, in the very same gesture that brings the audience into being, 
separates the audiences from the originator of the cultural products. Unlike 
cultural forms that are based on physical proximity (theater, live sports, the 
live concert), technological media like TV, cinema, or new media typically 
do their mediation work across space and time; their audiences are, in short, 
geographically and temporally dispersed. Cultural producers thus encoun-
ter a conundrum: whereas the technological medium allows them to create 
an audience, it also separates them from the audience members and, in this 
exact sense, converts the audience into an unknown entity. Technological 
mediation, in other words, enables but also obscures the entire mediation 
chain, giving the audience an opaque quality.

With the advent of platforms as the dominant way of disseminating 
content, the promise was that the problem of audiencing (who are we reach-
ing / bringing together with our content?; see Fiske 1992) would be solved. 
Because platforms are a controlled environment in which media use can be 
linked to unique user profiles, they seem to solve the question of audienc-
ing. Platforms promise, in other words, that unattainable ideal Stuart Hall 
identified as inherent to any public messaging system, namely, “perfectly 
transparent communication.”

Communication systems in different societies certainly exhibit greater 
or lesser degrees of “distortion,” and can be shown to be moving 
towards or away from greater “communicative transparency” in their 
practices. These tendencies are crucial. But the ideal-norm of “perfect 
transparency” is an empirical impossibility. (Hall 1973, 2)

This article takes up Stuart Hall’s heeding words about the impossibil-
ity of “perfectly transparent communication” and asks the question if 
and to what extent contemporary platforms facilitate it. It asks if, how 
and to whom platforms make the elusive audience transparent, and thus 
known to the cultural producer intent on reaching it. It does so through a 
case study of YouTube’s dashboard called YouTube Studio, which offers 
audience metrics to content producers. Through a careful analysis of the 
dashboard, in combination with online tutorials and help pages aimed 
at content producers, this article examines what kind of transparency is 
offered by the platform. Two principles inform the analysis, namely, the 
Hallsian idea that full mediatic transparency is a powerful cultural ideal, 
yet one that is impossible to realize; and second, that transparency raises 
a desire that can never be fully satisfied: “transparency [is] a distrust-
generating ritual which exacerbates the problems it allegedly solves” 
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(Alloa and Thomä 2018, 8). This article asks the following questions: what 
kind of knowledge and insights on the audience does YouTube’s dash-
board offer? What is the dashboard silent on? And finally, what kinds of 
subject positions does this knowledge promote and stimulate in the cul-
tural producers that use the dashboard?

The argument proceeds as follows: I start with a theoretical exploration of 
what characterizes a media audience. Drawing on Michael Warner’s (2002) 
work on “publics” this first section argues that media audiences should be 
seen as Warnerian publics with certain unique characteristics. After delin-
eating these characteristics, I argue that modern media are haunted by 
the problem of “knowing their audience,” a problem that produced many 
imperfect yet institutionally effective approaches to audience measurement. 
The third section argues that as a form of media distribution, the platform 
appears to overcome this problem of knowing the audience, by promising 
to make the entire mediatic apparatus transparent. This is followed by the 
case study of YouTube’s dashboard, which critically examines that promise. 
The conclusion then returns to the promise of transparency on platforms.

What Is a Media Audience?
Despite audiences receiving considerable amounts of scholarly attention, 
it is striking that the distinguishing aspect of media audiences vis-à-vis 
the other collectivities that characterize modern social relations has been 
met with relative neglect in media studies. Throughout the history of 
the discipline there was no lack of attention for the audience, with entire 
fields dedicated to its study (effect research, uses and gratifications, cul-
tivation theory, ethnographic audience studies, to give but some of the 
most prominent examples). But the deceptively simple question “what is 
a media audience, and what are its characteristics that set it apart from 
other collectivities?” has only recently come to the fore.

Irony wants that the best place to start this exploration is not media stud-
ies, but literary studies. Michael Warner’s essay “Publics and Counterpub-
lics” (2002), which describes the morphology and coming into being of the 
modern notion of “a public,” is a good place to start this inquiry. Warner 
argues that a public, in contrast to a bounded audience, which is a physi-
cal gathering of humans to jointly witness a performance or spectacle, is a 
modern invention, intrinsically linked to modernity, and also its dominant 
structure of feeling.

For Warner, several characteristics set the public apart from other col-
lective forms, like nations, trade unions, or political parties. For starters, a 
public is self-generated, “organized by nothing other than discourse itself” 
(2002, 50), by which he means that membership of a public is not assigned 
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due to pre-existing or externally generated identities, but that a public is sui 
generis, it comes into being “by virtue of being addressed” (50). It differs in 
this from other types of activities based on previously established member-
ship, like participation in elections, or obtaining a loan: here, membership 
of the group is decided elsewhere (respectively through citizenship and 
credit scores).

A second characteristic of a public is that it is “a relation among strang-
ers” (Warner 2002, 55): it reaches people that likely do not know each other 
and are unlikely to ever do so, nor are they likely to know the originator of 
the discourse that brings them together into their temporary union. Both 
characteristics are intimately linked:

A public sets its boundaries and its organization by its own discourse 
rather than by external frameworks only if it openly addresses people who 
are identified primarily through their participation in the discourse and 
who therefore cannot be known in advance. Indeed, a public might almost 
be said to be stranger-relationality in a pure form, because other ways of 
organizing strangers—nations, religions, races, guilds, and so on—have 
manifest positive content. They select strangers by criteria of territory 
or identity or belief or some other test of membership. One can address 
strangers in such contexts because a common identity has been established 
through independent means or institutions (e.g., creeds, armies, parties). A 
public, however, unites strangers through participation alone. (56)

Because a public is a group of strangers it needs to be addressed in a 
precise rhetorical form, one that is simultaneously personal and imper-
sonal, what Paddy Scannell (2000) has called “for-anyone-as-someone-
structures.” In this type of speech it feels as if I am addressed, even 
though its form makes clear a group of “indefinite others” is addressed.

A third characteristic of a public is that it is constituted through the vol-
untary paying of attention: “Publics . . . lacking any institutional being, com-
mence with the moment of attention, must continually predicate renewed 
attention, and cease to exist when attention is no longer predicated” (Warner 
2002, 61). Another way of saying the same is that membership of a public is 
unenforceable: unlike the protagonist in A Clockwork Orange (1971), a public 
cannot be physically forced to pay attention; nor are they in the same posi-
tion as the captive audiencesof airports and waiting rooms  described by 
McCarthy (2001), whose physical location nudges the latter toward giving 
attention to the text.

Finally, a public is not the creation of a single text but requires continu-
ity over time:

No single text can create a public. Nor can a single voice, a single 
genre, or even a single medium. All are insufficient to create the kind 
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of reflexivity that we call a public, since a public is understood to be an 
ongoing space of encounter for discourse. It is not texts themselves that 
create publics, but the concatenation of texts through time. Only when 
a previously existing discourse can be supposed, and a responding dis-
course be postulated, can a text address a public. (Warner 2002, 62)

This concatenation of texts, where texts not only appear in a pattern of 
repetition but also participate in the creation of a common discursive 
space, implies that a public requires time to be created, and some level of 
regularity, what Warner calls “a regular flow of discourse” (66).

Warner’s theoretical intervention takes place in the context of literary 
studies, since his interest lies in the creation of literary forms linked to 
modernity, like newsletters or daily magazines. But it is more than a theory 
of print media; I argue here that it offers a fruitful understanding of many 
other technological media that followed in print’s footsteps. His analysis 
is especially productive for those media that shaped media studies as we 
know it today, and that dominated the 20th century: film, radio, and TV. 
Even though he explicitly distinguishes an audience from a public (Warner 
2002, 50), it is nevertheless clear that what in media studies we study as the 
audience actually resembles a Warnerian public.

Specially broadcast audiences almost perfectly fit the four characteris-
tics mentioned above. The 1992 audience for the TV show Married . . . with 
Children (1987–97), to stay with John Fiske’s example, was a collection of 
strangers that was brought together through textual means alone; its indi-
vidual members would most likely never have met even a fraction of the 
other viewers; this relation between strangers was unenforceable, and was 
established through the voluntary paying of attention alone; and finally, 
the Married . . . with Children audience was not built in one day but had to 
be gradually built, not only through engagements with previous episodes 
but also through some of the paratexts described by Jonathan Gray (2010).

Even digitally distributed shows like Netflix’s Stranger Things (2016–) fit 
the Warnerian mold: the audience members are brough together through 
textual means, the viewers are strangers to each other, viewership is unen-
forceable and voluntarily generated through the paying of attention, and 
takes place through a concatenation of texts (even though linear TV uses 
and organizes time in different ways than a platform like Netflix). In other 
words, there is at first sight not much of a difference between “old” and 
“new media” in terms of audiencing, but as we will see in the next section 
there are some important differences lurking in the background.

At this moment we can offer the following definition of the media audi-
ence: media produce audiences, in the sense that they gather geographically 
and temporally dispersed individuals through merely textual means into a 
temporary collective entity called “the audience.” This entity has a fleeting 
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existence, with temporary and fluid memberships, and betrayal is more 
common than sustained loyalty. The root cause for this is that audience-
hood cannot be enforced: it is at root a voluntary association—likely the 
reason why the term captive audience gained traction, because the term’s 
oxymoronic nature touches upon a fundamental truth about regular media 
audiences. Finally, audiences cannot be created ex nihilo but need some kind 
of sustained or concerted effort over time, so that an intertextual space of 
recurring involvement is created, even if this takes the form of a single-
night Netflix binge.

Knowing the Audience
One of the consequences of Warner’s ontology of the audience is hinted 
at but is not fully developed in his text, namely, that media audiences are 
not only uncertain but also unknown. This is a direct consequence of the 
fact that a medium brings dispersed individuals into a momentary collec-
tive union through merely textual means. Because most media configure 
time and place in particular ways, the originator of the text often does not 
even know if communication has effectively taken place. The public of 
Warner’s newsletters is a good example: despite the fact that newsletters 
make in their very textuality some assumptions about the kind of public 
they reach, this knowledge is more of an assumption than a confirmed 
fact, a working hypothesis rather than a foregone conclusion. Publish-
ers of newsletters, quite simply, don’t know their actual readership, nor 
do they know its nature: size, composition, what sections of the news-
letter are read or skipped, time and place of consumption, the pleasures 
involved, etc .  .  . all is unknown to the writer or publisher. This is even 
more so the case for 20th-century media like film, radio, and TV. Cinema, 
because it controls access to the film theater, at least has some knowledge 
about the size of its audience (the Box Office), but that knowledge does 
not go very far in terms of audience composition. For broadcast media 
the situation was even more unsure: radio and TV, especially during their 
over-the-air (OTA) phase, did not have cinema’s advantage of knowing 
how many people were viewing their products. And even later distri-
bution technologies that replaced OTA TV, like cable or satellite, were 
severely limited in their knowledge of the audience.

In other words, the media audience is fundamentally unknown. Because 
of economic and political motives (the reduction of uncertainty and political 
legitimation, respectively), media industries across the globe have therefore 
set up what economists call market information regimes: “the generation, dis-
tribution and interpretation of a web of information about activity in the 
market. That is, market information is the prime source by which producers 
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in competitive fields make sense of their actions and those of consumers, 
rivals, and suppliers that make up the field” (Anand and Petersen 2000, 
271). Applied to the media industry, installing a market information regime 
involves the setting up of a series of protocols aimed primarily at gener-
ating knowledge about the audience. This has been extensively studied 
within media studies and beyond: important studies are those on audience 
ratings and linear TV (e.g., Ang 1991, Meehan 1984, Bourdon and Méadel 
2011), but there is also work on alternative ways of measuring TV’s impact 
through Social TV analytics (Kosterich and Napoli 2016), music lists like 
Billboard (Anand and Peterson 2000), and audience measurement in the 
book publishing industry (Andrews and Napoli 2006).

These market information regimes offer knowledge about the absent 
and scattered media audience, or, to put it in different terms, they make 
the mediation process transparent by producing knowledge about the elu-
sive and shapeshifting audience. The techniques and technologies have 
changed over time, ranging from diaries over one-off surveys to electronic 
people meters and focus groups, but common to all was (a) the promise to 
overcome the information gap constituted by the technologically mediated 
relationship between producers and media audiences and (b) the setting-
up of a special dispositive that was external to the operation of the medium 
itself. A good example of such an external measuring dispositive is Nielsen’s 
PeopleMeter, which was created for collecting knowledge about TV audi-
ences, and did so by grafting itself upon the preexisting media use (with 
various degrees of obtrusiveness).

We previously saw that the audience brought together through analogue 
broadcast media is not fundamentally different from that brought into being 
by digital distribution technologies. There is, however, one important dif-
ference: unlike its predecessors, digital media promise to make mediation 
transparent.

The Promise of Platforms
It is an open door that the advent of digital technologies has radically 
altered the distribution of video content. Following Catherine Johnson 
(2019, 10–15), we can distinguish between two main digital phases. First 
is the digital era (1990s–2000s), where TV content was still distributed in 
a linear manner albeit through digital means and with limited means of 
time-shifting. During this period the internet was seen as complementary 
to linear TV, becoming “a site for new forms of transmedia and multi-
platform content that extended beyond the bounds of the television set” 
(2019, 12). Here the internet was treated as an extension of linear TV, 
which remained wedded to its flow-managing programming strategies. 
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This was followed by what Johnson calls the internet era (2010s+), where 
the internet was no longer an extension of linear TV but instead became 
the conduit, the means of delivery, through which programming material 
was distributed. This move toward video on demand (VOD) meant that 
the internet was used as a means of dissemination.

One of these affordances of internet technology is that, unlike with its 
over-the-air satellite and cable predecessors, there is no “unbridgeable gap” 
between sender and receiver: written into the protocol of the technology 
itself is a tight control and monitoring of data transfers. As Alexander Gal-
loway famously argued, the internet is despite its reputation of a decentral-
ized and chaotic medium, a tightly controlled one due to the technological 
protocols that govern it. “[P]rotocol is how technological control exists after 
decentralization” (Galloway 2011, 8). TCP particularly is the protocol that 
monitors if data packets correctly arrive at their destination:

TCP is the most common protocol in the transport layer. It works very 
closely with the IP to ensure that the data sent via IP arrives correctly. 
TCP creates a “virtual circuit” between sender and recipient and uses 
that imaginary circuit to regulate the flow of information. Where IP is 
blind to the ultimate integrity of the data it transports . . . TCP constantly 
checks to see if the message arrives in one piece. (Galloway 2011, 42)

In sum, baked into internet technology is a protocol that establishes what 
could be called end-to-end reliability: it assures information arrives inte-
grally at its endpoint, and it also informs the sender of the information 
the latter has taken place. It is this latter characteristic of internet commu-
nication, namely, that the sender knows the information has arrived at its 
destination, which makes internet communication fundamentally differ-
ent from newspapers, broadcasting media like radio or OTA TV, or cable 
and satellite. As a consequence, with internet technology knowledge 
about the information transfer (Did it arrive successfully? Whom did it 
reach?) is not gathered through an externally crafted dispositive but is 
immanent to the data transfer itself.

If internet protocol automatically generates knowledge about the effec-
tiveness of its data transfer, this tendency becomes even more pronounced 
when it takes on the form currently favored for distributing cultural con-
tent: the platform. After 20 years of experimentation the current industry 
consensus seems to be that the platform is the optimal form to distribute 
digital content. In the existing literature there is a lot of attention for the 
process of platformization (Helmond 2015), and how it affects the Open 
Web (Plantin et al. 2016), or its effects on the political economy of cultural 
production (Nieborg and Poell 2018). Here, however, I want to highlight 
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another aspect of the platform, namely, that in comparison to the Open 
Web it creates a form of digital enclosure as theorized by Mark Andrejevic:

The model of enclosure traces the relationship between a material, spa-
tial process—the construction of networked, interactive environments—
and the private expropriation of information.  .  .  . Monitoring, in this 
context, refers specifically to the collection of information, with or with-
out the knowledge of users. (2007, 297)

Because a platform is an environment entirely controlled by the platform 
owner, it allows in principle for permanent and unlimited monitoring of 
all interactions taking place within that enclosure. This is the promise of 
platforms, the belief that all communication and interaction within its 
domain are perfectly transparent. It is most clearly expressed in the 2013 
MacTaggart lecture by Kevin Spacey, when to his delight Netflix did not 
require a pilot to be shot for House of Cards, instead commissioning two 
seasons without having seen a single minute. The reason given by Net-
flix: “We’ve run our data and it tells us that our audience would watch 
this series” (Spacey 2013, n.p.).

In sum, platforms promise Hall’s perfectly transparent communication: 
the entire line of communication is monitored and thus knowable and 
predictable—or that is at least the assumption from which they start, an 
assumption to which we will come back to later. At this point, however, it 
suffices to note that the appeal of platforms lies in their promise to make 
mediation perfectly transparent, thus overcoming the limitations of earlier 
distribution technologies.

Creating Content on a Platform
Perfectly transparent communication is the proverbial wet dream for 
most cultural content producers: they not only want to build an audience 
but also want to know whom they reach, which parts of their works are 
more popular than others, what appreciations and emotions their cultural 
products invoke in the audience members, and so on. With the platformi-
zation of cultural production content producers are lured with the prom-
ise these questions will finally be answered.

Most platforms therefore offer content producers insights into their audi-
ence and the reception of their product. This is usually done through a 
dashboard that offers producers information and insights that are invisible 
to regular users of the site (even though the difference between content 
producers and regular users is at times murky in times of prosumption). 
The dashboard offers, in other words, data that is usually kept backstage 
but is now made available to creators. But as Nathaniel Tkacz has argued 
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in his excellent archaeology of the dashboard, the dashboard is not just a 
deliverer of data, a neutral conduit of information. The dashboard is first 
and foremostly a format: “[i]t is defined by its arrangement; the way it sets 
things out; the way it presents and structures; and, in our case, the way it 
processes and displays data” (Tkacz 2022, 92).

A meticulous dissection of how these dashboards arrange things—which 
metrics are offered and which are not? Which elements of platform media-
tion are foregrounded and which are left out?—allow us to analyze how 
platforms not only pretend to make mediation transparent, but also steer 
cultural producers. Indeed, part of the formatting work that dashboard 
do lies in the guiding and directing of behavior of its users: dashboards 
“format people and things, modes of perception, gestures, spaces and so 
on” (Tkacz 2022, 92). To be sure, this behavioral modification through data 
is not a unique feature of dashboards but is a pervasive phenomenon in 
surveillance capitalism: “automated machine processes not only know our 
behavior but also shape our behavior at scale. With this reorientation from 
knowledge to power, it is no longer enough to automate information flows 
about us; the goal now is to automate us” (Zuboff 2019, 8).

What follows is a study of the dynamic interaction between platform, 
cultural producers, and dashboards. The object under scrutiny is YouTube 
Studio, the dashboard offered by the eponymous video-sharing site. Three 
sources inform the analysis: the core is a close reading of the dashboard itself. 
Following Tkacz, we ask which data are selected to be included in the dash-
board, and how they are arranged; but we also analyze the dashboard as 
a formatting device: as an injunction to action and a promotor of subjectivity 
(more on this below). This is complemented with an analysis of help pages 
in which the platform explains metrics and their usefulness for the content 
producer, as well as an analysis of video tutorials aimed at producers in which 
metrics and their use are presented in a more accessible form.

YouTube’s Behaviorist Injunction to Act
All in all, there is an elaborate set of audience and content metrics in 
YouTube Studio, and this at three places: Dashboard (containing what 
YouTube considers to be the most important metrics at a glance), Con-
tent and, especially Analytics (see link at Google 2024d). It is impossi-
ble to do justice to the sheer amount of data points, but a non-exhaustive 
selection of metrics offers a good impression of what is on offer (and 
are mostly self-explanatory). They are: views, watch time, subscribers, 
impressions and how they led to watch time, how viewers found your 
content/videos/shorts/live streams, key moments for audience reten-
tion, the percentage of times viewers viewed your Shorts versus swiped 
away, audience retention (at what point of the video viewers skipped), 
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the number of likes and dislikes a video received, and end screen element 
click rate (Google 2024d, n.p.).

This shortlist immediately shows what is the core characteristic of You-
Tube’s dashboard: the strong primacy of behavioral data over sociodemo-
graphic data. Take, for example, the Audience tab in Figure 1, described 
in the help file as the place that “gives you an overview of who’s watching 
your YouTube videos and insights on their demographics”–a formulation 
that suggests we will see information on the viewers’ identities. However, 
this is immediately followed by the addition that “[t]he key metrics card 
shows your returning and new viewers, unique viewers, subscribers and 
total members” (Google 2024b, n.p.), defining viewers in behavioral rather 
than sociodemographic terms. In fact, of the 14 metrics offered on that page, 
only 3 could be counted as offering sociodemographic insights: age and 
gender, top geographies and top subtitle/cc languages, the latter hinting at 
the language of the viewer (but note that even this is deduced from digital 
behavior, rather than positively identified).

The lackluster attitude of the digital platforms as to who are their view-
ers, combined with a newfound fortitude to track what these viewers do, 
is a historical anomaly in a sector that has a long tradition in trading in 
sociodemographics. With the platform, the “hegemony of demographic 
thinking” (Lotz 2022, 68–69) seems to have—at least temporarily—come 
to an end, even though there are important caveats to which we will be 
coming back in the conclusion.

YouTube’s transparency is moreover motivated. From the way the dash-
board structures the data, the various help pages to the endless tutorials 
that one can find on the internet (most on YouTube, of course), the metrics 
articulate a clear injunction to act. Two goals dominate. The first is repeated 
ad nauseam in tutorials, namely, “grow your channel,” by which is meant 
an increase in the number of views and subscribers. This is why the dashboard, 
when opening the Studio application, prominently features the number of 
current subscribers, as well as the numbers of views of the whole channel 
and of the latest upload. But several other metrics also implicitly stimulate 
this goal of growing a channel. Impressions and how they led to watch time 
(or the click-through rate), for example, is a metric that stimulates content 
producers to produce appealing thumbnails that lead to actual views, since 
it registers how effective a shown thumbnail is in attracting new viewers 
to the channel.

Another example of a metric with the implicit injunction to grow a chan-
nel are new and returning viewers. In a video tutorial a YouTube analytics 
product specialist explains that a channel with more existing users than 
new viewers is a channel that has a loyal viewership, which she clearly 
considers a good thing. But she then goes on to warn:
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It also means that it may be harder to grow if you aren’t attracting 
as many new viewers. If you notice you aren’t attracting many new 
viewers, you can consider a few different strategies. You can consider 
experimenting with new topics and formats, thinking about adjacent 
audiences you could appeal to. For example, say I have a gardening 
channel, you can consider videos about house plants or beekeeping as 
well. (YouTube Creators 2021, n.p.)

In this fragment we clearly see how metrics are injunctions to act: the ana-
lytics specialist interprets these metrics primarily as indicators of poten-
tial problems and suggests strategies toward a solution to the problem 
just posed (namely, that the channel owner think of adjacent audiences). 
Metrics thus inevitably involve some form of problematization, or, to put 
it more precisely, in the world of platforms all metrics lead potentially to 
a problematization that requires action.

The second goal receiving constant emphasis is the increase of view time, 
for channels as well as individual videos. The overall view time differs from 
the number of views because it measures accumulated time rather than 
counting views; instead of the individual act it has the second as its basic 
unit of measurement. The importance of the view time metric is indicated 
by how often it is repeated across YouTube Studio. The total view time 
over the last 28 days is placed on the overview dashboard you see when 
opening YouTube Studio, and you also get a graph in the overview tab of 
the analytics page. That total view time is twice repeated in an environment 
where screen real estate is scarce indicates its importance.

Figure 2. Impressions and how they led to watch time. Source: Google 2024a.
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If these metrics are problematizing devices, this begs the question what 
solutions are on offer? Throughout the help pages we find three strategies 
that are regularly repeated: (a) permanent improvement of videos and their 
discoverability; (b) imitation and controversy as creative strategies; and (c) 
metrics as tools for collaboration. Permanent improvement of videos and their 
discoverability participates in a managerial temporal logic in which the pres-
ent is diagnosed in order to change it (Bedreddine and Noûs, 2021). We 
have already encountered some good examples of it in Figure 2, namely, 
impressions and how they lead to watch time. This metric aims to encour-
age content producers to make appealing thumbnails, or at least thumbnails 
that make viewers click on them—whence the clickbaity nature of so many 
thumbnails on YouTube. But the metric that most clearly stimulates creators 
to permanently improve their videos is audience retention: “The key moments 
for audience retention report explains how well different moments of your 
video held viewers’ attention. This report gives insight into areas of your 
video that are working well and opportunities for improvement” (Google 
2024c, n.p.). Here we see the metrics-problematization-solution cycle stated 
in its purest form. The metric shows at which points viewers stopped watch-
ing the video, converts this into a problem (fewer viewers equals problem), 
and subsequently requires a solution, i.e., a re-editing of the video, or at least 
lessons learned for future videos. Notice also how the audience retention 
metric is specifically aimed at increasing the viewtime, as discussed before.

Revising thumbnails and the editing of videos can be done on the spot 
and allows video producers to perform a rudimentary A-B analysis. But not 
all metrics offered to content producers are aimed at optimizing existing 
videos. Some of them have the clear intent to guide future creative decisions. 
The already mentioned notion of “adjacent audiences” is a good example 
of how content producers are incited to increase the reach of their future 
videos: they are stimulated to think of producing content that might enlarge 
their audience by including groups that have affinity with the channel’s 
topics. There is also a range of metrics that is explicitly aimed at identifying 
such groups. “Videos growing your audience” and “channels your audi-
ence watches” are metrics that indicate the way creatives need to follow 
to increase their viewership. But it is especially “content your audience 
watches” that is telling. From the help files:

Content your audience watches  .  .  . shows you what other Videos, 
Shorts, Live streams and Podcasts your viewers watched outside your 
channel over the past 7 days. You can use it to find topics for new vid-
eos and titles. You can also use the info for thumbnail ideas and col-
laboration opportunities. (Google 2024b, n.p.)

This explanation clearly shows that YouTube is steering the content pro-
ducers into two different creative directions, namely, toward imitation 
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but also in the direction of controversy. Imitation is built in because let-
ting oneself be inspired by other creators’ content inevitably leads one to 
try out similar topics and techniques. But it can also give rise to the use 
of controversy, especially when combined with what is known as “the 
reaction video.” As Ananya Punyatoya reminds us, the reaction video 
should be seen as involving a circuit of attention, with reactors at times 
“succeed[ing] in pillaging a certain degree of recognition from the well-
known stars in the mass media industry markets and build up their own 
positions in the cultural network of the attention economy” (Punyatoya 
2024, 116). The deliberate use of controversy is a key strategy in this battle 
for attention, and the “content your audience watches” is a handy tool 
for finding and identifying videos with which to start. At the same time, 
as the above Google quote suggests, competition does not need to be the 
only form through which to engage with other content producers: collabo-
ration with other content producers is also suggested as a creative strategy 
to be explored (and opportunities to do so are enabled through “content 
your audiences watches”).

All of this makes abundantly clear Tkacz’s argument that dashboards 
format subjectivities: YouTube Studio promotes a particular type of sub-
jectivity, one that stresses growth and continuous improvement. But this 
begs the question improvement compared to what? It is noteworthy that 
the prime reference point tends to be not the other content creators, but 
oneself. Take, for example, the following explanation of the overview tab:

You may get personalized overview reports that show comparisons to 
your typical performance. These insights explain why your views may 
be higher or lower than usual. In this tab, you also get reports for:

Typical performance: At the channel level, it’s a comparison of your 
channel’s typical performance. At the video level, it’s a comparison 
of your video’s typical performance.

Your top content in this period: Your content ranked by views over 
the last 28 days.

Realtime: Your performance over the last 48 hours or 60 minutes.

Top remixed: Your content that has been used to make Shorts. 
This report also shows the number of times your content has been 
remixed and the number of remix views. (Google 2024d, n.p.)

Not only is the reference point “your typical performance” (with “you” 
being the channel owner) but of the four metrics discussed only the 
last one establishes a comparison to other content producers. Whereas 
one might have expected comparison and competition with other con-
tent producers, the dashboard in fact stresses improvement over one’s 
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own previous performances, making it more akin to a site for self-
improvement rather than a cut-throat competitive marketplace. Channel 
owners are undoubtedly aware of how other creatives are doing metrics-
wise, but the dashboard itself hardly encourages such comparisons.

Conclusion
This analysis has shown that the promise of platforms to make the audi-
ence transparent has some validity to it, historically speaking. When 
compared to broadcasting, digital platforms indeed provide previously 
unavailable information on aspects of media use, and this information 
is gathered unobtrusively through the platform itself, without having to 
run recourse to external and thus obtrusive dispositives like the People-
Meter. But the transparency on offer is also highly selective. YouTube’s 
dashboards, as we have seen, has a strong tendency to privilege behav-
ioral data, at the neglect of other forms of knowledge about the audience 
(see Ang [1991] for a similar critique of the reductionism in broadcast’s 
audience ratings). But even within the more limited scope of the behav-
ioral it is clear that platforms do not capture all behaviors, but only those 
that can be captured digitally. A user yawning while watching a video, or 
accepting a delivery for their neighbors, is the kind of behavioral infor-
mation YouTube has no access to.

Concrete examples like these moreover raise the question what “captur-
ing behavior on platforms” means. Indeed, the more fundamental question 
is the following: how correct is the assumption of platforms to treat data as 
traces of behavior? Antoinette Rouvroy argues that data and traces belong 
to different registers of the world:

Events of the physical world may leave traces (footsteps imprints in the 
sand, animals’ or plants’ pheromones left behind and acting as mes-
sages to the other individuals of the same species, photographic imprint 
of light on the photographic paper . . .). These traces may well then be 
translated into data, but the data themselves are in no way traces by 
themselves. They may re-present traces but are not in themselves an 
imprint of some event of the physical world on a reactive surface. (Rou-
vroy 2013, 163, n10)

Olga Goriunova makes a similar point when she writes: “Digital subjects 
do not have absolute representational correspondence to humans and 
their collectives. They are not doubles. Indexicality comes from elsewhere” 
(2019, 135). In other words, the relation between living humans and their 
data doubles is essentially a speculative one (136), with the implication 
that platforms’ penchant for behavioral data is built on shaky grounds. 
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This is made all the more pertinent because so much data creation is auto-
mated: features like autoplay generate data points (views) that are not 
reflections of actual user behavior, even though they might be—here the 
speculative nature of data comes in full sight.

Platforms are unlikely to be swayed by this critique, however, since data 
behaviorism is an ontological assumption, not an epistemological issue to 
be addressed. It is, in other words, the operative ideology of platforms, 
oriented more to the immediate task at hand and less interested in ques-
tions of principles. Despite this pragmatic streak an operative ideology is 
ideological nevertheless, “because it devises, explains, and justifies action” 
(Seliger 1970, 328). Data behaviorism’s nature as an operative ideology 
becomes even more pronounced when we remember that the data chan-
neled to content producers is highly selective. Creators do not receive all 
behavioral data that is available but are only informed on a pragmatic 
“need to know” basis. But “need to know” in this context means what the 
platform defines as having priority. The analysis has shown that YouTube 
releases the data in such a form that content producers are stimulated to 
enter into a relationship with themselves and others where continuous 
improvement is the guiding light of their “creative” existence. And, as we 
have seen, the metrics that require continuous improvement, as stressed 
throughout the dashboard, are an increase in views and subscribers, and 
the maximalization of watch time. It is no coincidence that these points 
for continuous improvement here aligns with the interests of YouTube, 
which is an advertisement company at heart, and thus benefits both from 
maximizing eyeballs and time spent on the platform.

This essay, then, has offered a critique of “dashboard reason” and its 
implicit promise of transparency. The transparency it brings is selective 
and interested, i.e., shaped by the economic interests of the platform, and 
ultimately predicated on the problematic equation of data with digital 
traces. But, perhaps most of all, this essay illustrates Hall’s insistence on 
transparency’s impossibility. The discourse of transparency functions as 
a problematization, but it also promises resolution/closure. This desire 
for closure, however, can never be fully satisfied. As Jodi Dean (2002) has 
argued, while apparently promoting and relying on an ethics of disclosure, 
transparency is always undercut by a hermeneutics of suspicion—a fact 
that conspiracy theorists know too well. Ultimately, this makes the quest 
for transparency a phantasmagoric and futile endeavor.
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Abstract
This article situates digital platforms in the larger history of media distri-
bution, where technological mediation meant an increase in reach, but at 
the price of making mediation and reception opaque. Because platforms 
claim to surveil all user-content interactions within their gambit, they 
promise to make the audience knowable and transparent. Through a case 
study of YouTube Studio, a dashboard that offers data about the audi-
ence to YouTube content producers, the article argues that this form of 
transparency is selective, in that it is skewed toward behavior rather than 
sociodemography, and that this selectivity is shaped by the political econ-
omy of platforms. Ultimately, this analysis asserts that dashboards not 
only offer data about their audiences to content producers but also shape 
the latter’s subjectivities.
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platforms, transparency, dashboards, data behaviorism, digital traces
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