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Lolcow culture: How do the dynamics of participatory culture on digital platforms exploit the vulnerable?
Introduction
The ubiquity of internet access in the modern era allows for virtually anyone to participate in online content creation, regardless of geographic or perceived social boundaries. Media scholar Henry Jenkins characterises this shift through the concept of participatory culture, in which audiences are no longer passive, but active contributors to media ecosystems.[footnoteRef:1] In its ideal form, participatory culture allows internet users to foster tight-knit circles which can connect and collaborate, where members feel their community contributions are significant.[footnoteRef:2] However, this same system that facilitates such expansive participation is not governed by any moral or ethical framework.[footnoteRef:3] Mechanisms intrinsic to collaboration on digital platforms can be weaponised in order to facilitate large-scale community harassment.  [1:  Henry Jenkins, Convergence Culture: Where Old and New Media Collide (New York University Press, 2006), p. 3.]  [2:  Henry Jenkins, Mizuko Ito, and Danah Boyd, Participatory Culture in a Networked Era: A Conversation on Youth, Learning, Commerce, and Politics (Polity Press, 2016), p. 4.]  [3:  Jenkins, Ito, and Boyd, ‘Participatory Culture in a Networked Era’, p. 10.] 

The downside of participatory culture is perhaps best illustrated through the Lolcow phenomenon. A Lolcow is a portmanteau of the acronym LOL (laugh out loud) and cow. The pejorative is used to describe an individual who is deemed exploitable, therefore making them more susceptible to online harassment.[footnoteRef:4] Thus, the target is fashioned into a sort of proverbial cow which is milked for entertainment. The level of agency in participation is not equivalent for all users of the internet. Indeed, individuals who most often find themselves in the position of being a Lolcow tend to be those of a lower capability for personal agency. The phenomenon reveals the means through which large harassment communities can be emboldened to collectively provoke or deceive targets into producing online interactions that can be ridiculed. As a result, a Lolcows’ suffering then becomes narrativised and transformed into consumable content which they are continuously manipulated for.  [4:  Jess Rauchberg, Lolcows and the Mediation of Digital Freakshows, (SAGE Publications, 2025), p. 2.] 

Although members of harassment groups are accountable for the exploitation of these individuals, they are not its sole cause. Rather, the apparatus in which community harassment operates is a part of a larger ecosystem, bolstered by the economic structure inherent to how digital platforms currently operate. The proliferation of Lolcow content is tied directly to the political economy of digital media platforms. The low barriers of entry to group participation and incentives for monetisation interplay to create a considerable subsection of a larger attention economy, where in which the exploitation of the vulnerable is normalised and then rewarded.[footnoteRef:5] Users engaged in Lolcow culture participate in one of three interdependent roles: Trolls, Content Creators, and Audiences. Through an analysis of the ecosystem these roles create, illustrated through a case study of Christine Weston Chandler, this essay will examine how digital platforms enable the mechanisms of communal harassment which commodify human suffering.[footnoteRef:6] [5:  Bridget Tombleson, and Katharina Wolf, “Rethinking the Circuit of Culture: How Participatory Culture Has Transformed Cross-Cultural Communication,” Public Relations Review, 43.1 (2017), pp. 14-25 (p. 17.), doi:10.1016/j.pubrev.2016.10.017.]  [6:  Rauchberg, ‘Lolcows and the Mediation of Digital Freakshows’, p. 7.] 

Participatory Culture 
Participation in online subculture has been fundamentally redefined due to the monetisation of online digital platforms. The reward intrinsic to passionate community participation has been diluted by users who seek an extrinsic reward of financial gain.[footnoteRef:7] Jenkins’ speculated that the concept of participatory culture could result in the democratisation of media production.[footnoteRef:8] However, while participatory culture expands access, it does not guarantee equitable participation. As posited by Jenkins: ‘Not all participants are created equal […]’, for users with intellectual disabilities, neurodivergence, or ongoing mental health issues, the affordances of participatory culture can become a liability. The expectation that users can appropriately interpret social cues or recognise malicious intent in interactions is an assumption embedded within platform design.[footnoteRef:9] An individual designated as a Lolcow is fundamentally unable to comprehend the extent to which their online presence is a detriment to their quality of life.  [7:  Jenkins, Ito, and Boyd, ‘Participatory Culture in a Networked Era’, p. 9.]  [8:  Jenkins, ‘Convergence Culture’, p. 235.]  [9:  Atata Raheemat and Toluwani Odedeyi, ‘Designing Inclusive Interfaces: Enhancing User Experience for People with Disabilities Through Adaptive UI Accessibility Principles’, International Journal of Science and Research Archive, 16.2 (2025), pp. 1042–96 (p. 1047), doi:10.30574/ijsra.2025.16.2.2446.] 

To classify an individual as a Lolcow is multifaceted and should not be reduced solely to the presence of disability or mental illness, though, these factors may necessarily increase targeted harassment.[footnoteRef:10] There are instances of certain content creators, who are commonly categorised under the same nomenclature, that purposely seek a hostile audience. This is seen particularly within the In-Real-Life (IRL) livestreaming subculture, wherein creators deliberately engage in humiliating or provocative behaviour for online attention.[footnoteRef:11] Distinct here, however, is the level of agency a creator is able to maintain over community interaction. Even in cases where individuals appear to participate willingly, the practice itself remains exploitative. Human suffering is monetised in a systematic manner in service to onlookers’ morbid fascination. What distinguishes a genuine Lolcow from other content creators is not simply their behaviour, but the inherent asymmetrical relationship between them and their audience. The latter is fundamentally oblivious, often under the assumption that they are interacting with genuine supporters, unaware of how their behaviour is being framed by a true audience of detractors.[footnoteRef:12] [10:  Christopher Barber,‘Social Media and Autism Spectrum Conditions’, Practice Nursing, 28.7 (2017), pp. 292–98 (p. 269), doi: 10.12968/pnur.2017.28.7.292.]  [11:  Xiaofei Song, Xiaohui Liu, Shiying Zheng, and Wen Xu, ‘Unpacking live streaming addiction: The perspective of self-presentation’, Journal of Retailing and Consumer Services, 91 (2026), <https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0969698926000433>.[accessed 15 March 2026], p. 2.]  [12:  Rauchberg, ‘Lolcows and the Mediation of Digital Freakshows’, p. 6.] 

Like any online community, members’ participation in online harassment groups operate in distinctive roles.[footnoteRef:13] The Lolcow phenomenon can perhaps be understood through a cyclical model of interaction. Engaged users embody one of three interdependent parts: Trolls, Content Creators, and Audiences. Each role sustains and reinforces the other, producing a continuous cycle of exploitation. This dynamic is adapted from the Theory of The Circuit of Culture, in which the creation of culture is circulated in a similar fashion.[footnoteRef:14] However, within participatory digital environments, this circuit has evolved. Users are now active producers who shape culture in digital spaces and thus must be understood through this participatory lens.[footnoteRef:15] [13:  Jenkins, Ito, and Boyd, ‘Participatory Culture in a Networked Era’, p. 29.]  [14:  Stuart Hall, Representation: Cultural Representations and Signifying Practices (SAGE Publications, 1997), p. 1.]  [15:  Tombleson and Wolf, ‘Rethinking the Circuit of Culture’, p. 17.] 

Trolls
Trolls engage in direct confrontation with a Lolcow, deliberately attempting to provoke emotional reactions. Tactics against targets may include catfishing or gaslighting, whichever best receives provocative interactions.[footnoteRef:16][footnoteRef:17] Often, individual users who harass a Lolcow do not take part in prolonged community participation, simply cyberbullying due to their own moral disengagement.[footnoteRef:18] While these individual actors may not directly partake in communal pestering, they do enable a culture of sustained abuse, normalising the concept and emboldening observers to follow their actions.[footnoteRef:19] Community interactions and documentation of harassment are typically organised outside of mainstream platforms, such as on dedicated fringe forums like Kiwifarms.[footnoteRef:20] [16:  Mariah Simmons and Joon Suk Lee, ‘Catfishing: A Look into Online Dating and Impersonation’, in Social Computing and Social Media. Design, Ethics, User Behavior, and Social Network Analysis, ed. by Gabriele Meiselwitz, Lecture Notes in Computer Science (Springer International Publishing, 2020), pp. 349–358 (p. 349), doi:10.1007/978-3-030-49570-1_24.]  [17:  Mark D. Griffiths, Adolescent Trolling in Online Environments: A Brief Overview, Education and Health, 32.3 (2014), pp. 85-67 (p.85).]  [18:  Eve Sylvain and Medha Talpade, ‘An Exploration of The Characteristics of Cyberbullying on TikTok’, International Journal of Arts, Humanities & Social Science, 05.06 (2024), pp. 49–53 (p. 49), doi:10.56734/ijahss.v5n6a8.]  [19: Sylvain and Talpade, p. 52.]  [20:  Kejsi Take, Victoria Zhong, Chris Geeng, Emmi Bevensee, Damon Mccoy, Rachel Greenstadt, ‘Stoking the Flames: Understanding Escalation in an Online Harassment Community’, Proceedings of the ACM on Human-Computer Interaction, 8 (2024), pp. 1–23 (p. 4), doi: 10.1145/3641015.] 

As detailed in ‘Stoking the Flames: Understanding Escalation in an Online Harassment Community’, perpetrators of online harassment have to justify their surveillance to other users who, if interested, begin to collectively document a targeted Lolcow.[footnoteRef:21] There are certain criteria that must be met before there is a communal agreement to participate. Ideological alignment plays a central role, if a forum thread’s target or framing does not resonate with the community’s norms, users may reject the narrative or even turn against the contributor.[footnoteRef:22] There are degrees of harassment, typically dependent upon on the perceived transgressions or popularity of the subject.  [21:  Take, Zhong, and others, ‘Stoking the Flames’, p. 4.]  [22:  Take, Zhong, and others, ‘Stoking the Flames’, p. 13.] 

Harassment in these communities becomes socially reinforced, with individuals motivated to escalate their behaviour in order to garner clout within their in-group.[footnoteRef:23] Targeting a Lolcow is often morally motivated, with humiliation of the individual seen as a justified penance for their actions.[footnoteRef:24] The behaviour of a Lolcow creator can in fact often be morally questionable and deserving of scrutiny. However, the resulting infamy often brings with it a disproportionate amount of persecution.  [23:  Take, Zhong, and others, ‘Stoking the Flames’, p. 5.]  [24:  Alice E. Marwick, ‘Morally Motivated Networked Harassment as Normative Reinforcement’, Social Media + Society, 7.2 (2021), p. 2.] 

Content creators
The practice of detailed documentation and archiving further proliferates this culture of harassment. Interactions from trolls and Lolcows become raw material for Content Creators, who sanitise the harassment into formats that are acceptable on mainstream digital platforms such as YouTube or TikTok.[footnoteRef:25] Creators will often rework information in an effort to align with platform guidelines and maximise monetisation potential. This reworking is done through disclaimers, claims of neutrality, or in a professional documentary-style presentation of the content, in an effort to increase the salience of perceived legitimacy within audiences. [footnoteRef:26] Despite a, perhaps, performative attempt to remain unbiased, the content itself becomes a blueprint for their audience to engage in networked harassment.[footnoteRef:27]  [25:  Take, Zhong, and others, ‘Stoking the Flame’, p. 5.]  [26:  Rebecca Lewis, Alice E. Marwick, and William Clyde Partin, “We Dissect Stupidity and Respond to It”: Response Videos and Networked Harassment on YouTube, SAGE Publications, Vol. 65(5) (2021), pp. 735–756 (p. 737), doi:10.1177/0002764221989781.]  [27:  Lewis, Marwick and Partin, ‘Response Videos and Networked Harassment on YouTube’, p. 735.] 

Content creators in this niche will construct narratives that position themselves as a moral arbiter, fabricating a dialectical argument against their targeted Lolcow. Success in this type of content is contingent on appealing to viewers who share or adopt similar moral frameworks.[footnoteRef:28] Any implicit discriminatory slant to singling out a Lolcow is rationalised in order to create an appealing argument.[footnoteRef:29] Further still, these creators are fundamentally motivated by financial incentives. When content is not directly monetised through platform advertising, visibility and clout functions as an alternative currency. Creators can enable revenue through sponsorships, donations, or subscription-based platforms such as Patreon.[footnoteRef:30]  [28:  Lewis, Marwick and Partin, ‘Response Videos and Networked Harassment on YouTube’, p. 745.]  [29:  Rauchberg, ‘Lolcows and the Mediation of Digital Freakshows’, p. 6.]  [30:  Tobias Regner, ‘Crowdfunding a Monthly Income: An Analysis of the Membership Platform Patreon’, Journal of Cultural Economics, 45.1 (2021), pp. 133–42 (p. 134), doi:10.1007/s10824-020-09381-5.] 

It is also imperative to distinguish between content creators and content curators. While creators actively construct narratives using their persona to appeal to their audience, curators often circulate isolated clips or moments with minimal commentary. However, this distinction does not mitigate harm. Curated content, particularly in short-form formats, amplifies visibility and generates intrigue through its decontextualisation. This process is still inherently exploitative, further normalising the content to larger audiences.[footnoteRef:31] [31:  Lewis, Marwick and Partin, ‘Response Videos and Networked Harassment on YouTube’, p. 747.] 

Audiences
The attention of an Audience fundamentally enables this cycle. Attention directly translates into financial gain for content creators, as enabled by the monetisation of digital platforms.[footnoteRef:32] While the majority of audience members do not harass Lolcows, their engagement increases visibility and demand for further content. For instance, a documentary style video by a content creator typically sources its information, this inevitably drives engagement towards the origin of harassment, leading audiences to forums such as Kiwifarms. A subset of the audience may be influenced by their exposure, transitioning into active trolls and further feeding the cycle.[footnoteRef:33] [32:  Jonathan Hardy, Critical Political Economy of the Media: An Introduction (Routledge, 2014), p. 13.]  [33:  Anees Baqir, Yijing Chen, Fernando Diaz-Diaz, Sercan Kiyak, Thomas Louf, Virginia Morini, Valentina Pansanella, Maddalena Torricelli and Alessandro Galeazzi, ‘Unveiling the Drivers of Active Participation in Social Media Discourse’, Scientific Reports, 15.1 (2025), p. 7.] 

While an influencer’s content may sanitise the concept of a Lolcow, underlying ideology is the driving factor in audience participation. Harassment can emerge from across the political spectrum, but it disproportionately targets individuals who do not comply with hegemonic social norms.[footnoteRef:34] An authoritarian or ableist audience member engaged by a presented moral imperative is more likely to be emboldened to correct what they see as transgressive behaviour through networked harassment.[footnoteRef:35] [34:  Marwick,‘Morally Motivated Networked Harassment as Normative Reinforcement’, p. 752.]  [35:  Rauchberg, ‘Lolcows and the Mediation of Digital Freakshows’, p. 6.] 

Christine Weston Chandler
Christine Weston Chandler is an illustrative example of the harmful dynamics of the Lolcow phenomenon. Chandler is an autistic transgender woman who has been the subject of sustained online attention since the mid-2000s, predating contemporary platform monetisation.[footnoteRef:36] Her online presence has been catalogued to an obsessive degree across various forums, archives, and video content. The extent of this documentation is exemplified by YouTube creator Geno Samuel’s 85-part documentary series titled: ‘Chris Chan: A Comprehensive History,’ exceeding over 60 hours in length.[footnoteRef:37] [36:  The Scroll, Chris Chan and the Theater of Suffering, tabletmag.com, 09 August 2022
<https://www.tabletmag.com/the-scroll/articles/chris-chan-and-the-theater-of-suffering> [Accessed March 15, 2026].]  [37:  Chris Chan: A Comprehensive History, Youtube.com, <https://www.youtube.com/channel/UC_3pplzbKMZsP5zBH_6SVJQ> [Accessed March 15, 2026].] 

Chandler’s vulnerability has been systematically exploited through coordinated harassment efforts. Exchanges between her and online assailants have resulted in the coercion of multiple highly personal and often degrading interactions, which have been publicly disseminated across multiple platforms. As Chandler’s notoriety increased, so too has the intensity of this harassment. She is a highly delusional individual, believing that she can communicate with fictional characters.[footnoteRef:38] Her delusional thinking was further reinforced by bad actors, who used this vulnerability to extort her financially.[footnoteRef:39] While not always communally sanctioned, harassment is consistently rationalised through shifting moral justifications, with participants redefining the boundaries of acceptable behaviour regarding Chandler in order to justify escalation.[footnoteRef:40] Chandler’s progressive dehumanisation is the result of a process of communal reinforcement, positioning her as a consistently exploitable subject within an ongoing narrative.  [38:  Kieran Press-Reynolds, Chris Chan, the online personality accused by police of incest with her mother, has been trolled by the internet for over a decade, Business Insider, 03 August 2021 <https://www.businessinsider.com/chris-chan-incest-trolling-harassment-kiwi-farms-bluespike-liquid-chris-2021-8> [Accessed March 15, 2026].]  [39:  Press-Reynolds, Business Insider.]  [40:  K. T. A. Sandeeshwara Kasturiratna, Andree Hartanto, Crystal H. Y. Chen, Eddie M. W. Tong and Nadyanna M. Majeed, ‘Umbrella Review of Meta-Analyses on the Risk Factors, Protective Factors, Consequences and Interventions of Cyberbullying Victimization’, Nature Human Behaviour, 9.1 (2024), pp. 101–32 (p.102.), doi: 10.1038/s41562-024-02011-6.] 

The consequences of her sustained surveillance and manipulation have been severe, culminating in her arrest on allegations of incest involving her elderly mother.[footnoteRef:41] This information was coaxed out of her from a harasser posing as a confidant, with audio of their conversation then released online.[footnoteRef:42] The arrest itself became further material for exploitation, certain content creators were physically present at the scene, livestreaming her interactions with law enforcement resulting in the further production of content for the community. Although the details surrounding this incident remain publicly contested, Chandler was ultimately released without conviction.[footnoteRef:43] [41:  The Scroll, tabletmag.com.]  [42:  Press-Reynolds, Business Insider.]  [43:  The Scroll, tabletmag.com.] 



Digital Platforms
Networked harassment of individuals existed before platform monetisation measures, as exemplified by Chandler. However, financial compensation has undoubtedly amplified its intensity. Mainstream digital platforms such as YouTube and TikTok have anti-harassment measures in place, nevertheless, the reporting tools afforded to users are not sufficient at warding off large-scale harassment campaigns.[footnoteRef:44][footnoteRef:45] If this is the case, does the onus then default to the user creating content? Should an individual classified as a Lolcow be banned from the platform if they are posting to their own detriment? Indeed, if this is the solution, who decides the sufficient degree of cognitive ability required to post? Further, when does this perceived harm reduction become ableist in itself? Digital platforms do not seek to address such inquires, rather, they bank themselves in these ambiguities as it is fundamental to financial gain.  [44:  Marwick, ‘Morally Motivated Networked Harassment as Normative Reinforcement’, p. 752.]  [45:  Chih-Yu Chin, and Wen-Yi Huang, ‘Discovering Fans and Anti-Fans among Social Media Users Based on Their Emotional Reactions and Comments’, Journal of Information Science, 51.5 (2025), pp. 1107–19 (p.1108), doi:10.1177/01655515231162284.] 

YouTube defends its handling of harassment complaints by claiming it evaluates videos in their full context.[footnoteRef:46] The platform currently relies on automatic artificial intelligence (AI) evaluation, which has a history of inconsistency in its parameters of acceptable content.[footnoteRef:47] Evaluation broadly permits what it deems as critique even if this content directly funnels into a larger network of multiplatform harassment. Accountability then becomes murky as creators can deny direct involvement in their audiences’ actions, and platforms do not position themselves as publishers.[footnoteRef:48] Enforcement of policy is generally unbalanced, with larger creators, who conversely generate more revenue for the platform, being consistently treated more leniently in moderation.[footnoteRef:49] [46:  Marwick, ‘Morally Motivated Networked Harassment as Normative Reinforcement’, p. 751.]  [47:  Spandana Singh, Everything in Moderation: How Platforms Use AI to Moderate User-Generated Content, (New America, 2019) <https://www.newamerica.org/insights/everything-moderation-analysis-how-internet-platforms-are-using-artificial-intelligence-moderate-user-generated-content/> [Accessed March 15, 2026], p. 3.]  [48:  Marwick, ‘Morally Motivated Networked Harassment as Normative Reinforcement’, p. 751.]  [49:  Andrew Chu, Arjun Arunasalam, Muslum Ozgur Ozmen, and Z. Berkay Celik, Behind the Tube: Exploitative Monetization of Content on YouTube, (Boston: USENIX, 2022), p. 18.] 

Ambiguity in enforcement enables platforms to appear as morally opposed to harassment while simultaneously profiting from content built around individuals’ suffering. Even if unmonetised, Lolcow content being hosted on a platform has a normalising effect, further contributing to its proliferation. While there continues to be no extensive ethical imperative for algorithmic responsibility from social media platforms, companies will continue to host content which most efficiently engages their userbase.
Political Economy
Jess Rauchberg’s essay ‘Lolcows and the Mediation of Digital Freakshows,’ highlights that authoritarian politics and eugenics are key factors which shape the Lolcow platform economy, ultimately reducing Lolcow creators into modern freakshows.[footnoteRef:50] As Rauchberg describes, disability and mental illness of a content creator make them more likely to be targeted by a harassment community.[footnoteRef:51] However, it is important to foreground that this harassment is not overtly ideologically motivated by far-right politics. All online content is reduced to an exploitative interactable object. Taking a production-end political economy analysis of the subculture reveals, while still intrinsically ableist, Lolcow content is more effectively produced by someone disabled, through low self-awareness or a lack of inhibition. Thus, audiences of this material expect an endless production of schadenfreude, a Lolcow being cognitively impaired better enables its continued production.[footnoteRef:52] [50:  Rauchberg, ‘Lolcows and the Mediation of Digital Freakshows’, p. 7.]  [51:  Rauchberg, ‘Lolcows and the Mediation of Digital Freakshows’, p. 3.]  [52:  Chin and Huang, ‘Discovering Fans and Anti-Fans’, p. 73.] 

As previously established, the appeal of Lolcow-related content often lies in how it is presented to spectators. The context in which content is consumed is crucial in shaping its perception. Shortform clips may present an out-of-context, humorous moment, which appear innocuous to viewers who are unaware of wider harassment. In contrast, long-form content constructs more coherent moral arguments. Within these narratives, creators frequently argue that an individual’s disability or vulnerability does not excuse their behaviour, positioning harassment as an appropriate form of accountability rather than exploitation. Regardless of whether this framing is consciously constructed or not, the content taps into a moral outrage which audiences respond strongly to.[footnoteRef:53] [53:  Marwick, ‘Morally Motivated Networked Harassment as Normative Reinforcement’ p. 753.] 

The methods of organising and funding communication shape the very nature of media content.[footnoteRef:54] For example, due to monetisation structures on platforms such as YouTube, video formats have evolved in response to how audiences interact with its content. Longer-form media is more financially viable to creators than it was previously due to watch-time incentives for advertising revenue.[footnoteRef:55] Advertising and monetisation have magnified the popularity of the Lolcow subculture by the way in which it is commodified. At its core, monetisation online is based in attention economies, where different niches compete for a viewer’s attention.[footnoteRef:56] The attention economy is designed to amorally appeal to effective consumption; its nature of adaptability therefore inevitability proliferates harmful content in order to fulfil audience demand.[footnoteRef:57] The sheer volume of online content has resulted in an attention scarcity, where advertisers vie for engagement, hinging on keeping participant audiences on platforms for prolonged periods of time.[footnoteRef:58][footnoteRef:59] In such an environment, algorithms are designed to maximise user engagement by promoting content that aligns with their behavioural patterns in order to drive utilisation.[footnoteRef:60] [54:  Hardy, ‘Critical Political Economy of the Media’, p. 7.]  [55:  Chu, Arunasalam, Ozmen, and Z. Celik, ‘Behind the Tube’, p. 2.]  [56:  Giovanni Luca Ciampaglia, Alessandro Flammini, and Filippo Menczer, ‘The Production of Information in the Attention Economy’, Scientific Reports, 5.1 (2015), p. 2.]  [57:  James Williams, Stand out of our Light: Freedom and Resistance in the Attention Economy, Social Sciences (Cambridge University Press, 2018), p. 47.]  [58:  Williams, ‘Stand out of our Light’,  p. 16.]  [59:  Vikram R. Bhargava, and Manuel Velasquez, ‘Ethics of the Attention Economy: The Problem of Social Media Addiction’, Business Ethics Quarterly, 31.3 (2021), pp. 321–59 (p. 338), doi: 10.1017/beq.2020.32.]  [60:  Bhargava and Velasquez, ‘Ethics of the Attention Economy’, p. 321.] 

Principally, social media companies generate their revenue primarily from advertisers rather than users.[footnoteRef:61] Algorithms which deliver content are intended to benefit these advertisers rather than operate in a user’s best interest. While targeted advertising itself is not a new phenomenon, digital platforms have enabled unprecedented levels of granularity. This allows companies to progressively refine content delivery based on usage data.[footnoteRef:62] As users continue to engage, they are subtly adapted to, then in turn, their consumption patterns become increasingly entrenched.[footnoteRef:63] Lolcow culture is a consequence of this system. Platforms identify and amplify content that attracts attention, regardless of whether it is ethical. Algorithms monitor the engagement such content generates, this then further fuels demand for the creation of similar content. The suffering of vulnerable people then becomes another concept to be harnessed within the attention economy; harassment therefore becomes sustained and actively incentivised by design. [61:  Bhargava and Velasquez, ‘Ethics of the Attention Economy’, p. 340.]  [62:  Ciampaglia, Flammini and Menczer, ‘The Production of Information in the Attention Economy’, p. 3.]  [63:  Bhargava and Velasquez, ‘Ethics of the Attention Economy’, p. 344.] 


Conclusion
The Lolcow phenomenon ultimately underscores how vulnerable individuals suffering has become an exploitative economic resource on digital platforms. A Lolcow, positioned at the centre of this ecosystem derives no large financial benefit from this process and instead experiences cumulative psychological and reputational harm. The narrativisation of Christine Weston Chandler has led to systematically sustained abuse, humiliation, and psychological damage. Her life to onlookers has become objectified, consumed and interacted with akin to that of a reality television series, yet critically lacking in informed consent or financial compensation intrinsic to a professional production. 
The humiliation of the vulnerable becomes a commodified process, in which cruelty itself generates economic and social capital. For a Lolcow, participation rarely results in their benefit, only escalating exposure, resulting in a loss of control. What emerges is a cottage industry sustained by collective bullying in which the community surrounding them benefits, while the individual at the centre is exploited. Eliminating individual harassment communities such as Kiwifarms is unlikely to produce substantial change if the underlying economic structures of digital platforms remain unaddressed.[footnoteRef:64] Participatory culture is not an inherently negative concept, rather, it is contingent on the conditions under which it operates. In the absence of advertising-driven incentives, the scale of exploitative communities would diminish. However, without fundamental changes to platform design and economic incentives, the mechanisms which enable participation will continue to facilitate harm.  [64:  Anh V. Vu, Alice Hutchings, and Ross Anderson, ‘No Easy Way Out: The Effectiveness of Deplatforming an Extremist Forum to Suppress Hate and Harassment’, 2024 IEEE Symposium on Security and Privacy (SP), May 2024, pp. 717–34 (p. 730), doi:10.1109/SP54263.2024.00007.] 
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