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Abstract
In contrast to the infrastructural properties of Western media platforms aiming 
at market power expansion, the digital platform model in China is designed and 
developed with a techno-nationalist media agenda. In the case of Hong Kong, we 
look into how exactly the platformisation process restructures and interacts with its 
surrounding cultural, economic, political and social activities. This article contributes 
to the Creative Labour Studies by analysing the intricate linkages between the city’s 
unique socio-historical, technological and political trajectories and the lived dynamics 
of television work. Through in-depth interviews with Hong Kong TV workers, we 
reinstitute the techno-political to the analytical lens of Creative Labour Studies. We 
posit that the ebb and flow of Hong Kong’s TV industry and its creative labour process 
are not just guided by economic considerations under global media platformisation, 
but also uniquely entangled with its historical legacies, socio-technical contexts, 
and political and ideological framework. Our empirics show how the conflicting 
strategies directed by both the platformised business models and an unprecedented 
techno-nationalist media agenda generate ambiguity and inconsistency in daily TV 
operations. The elevated self-censorship and loss of editorial autonomy alongside the 
rapid media platformisation reinforce a normative ‘moralist regime’ creating specific 
forms of precarity and dissatisfaction among Hong Kong TV workers, undermining 
the development of the creative industry and a creative career. But the changing 
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techno-political conditions also alter TV workers’ perceived nature, functionality and 
value of creative work, enacting a self-governed ‘ethical regime’ in their professional 
practices, and open up new creative opportunities.

Keywords
Creative Labour Studies, de-westernisation, Hong Kong, platformisation, precarity, 
techno-nationalist media agenda, television industry, TV workers

Introduction

As a sub-field of cultural studies, Creative Labour Studies (CLS) has primarily focussed 
on the Western creative workers located in cosmopolitan cities (e.g. Banks et al., 2017; 
Campbell et al., 2019; Gill and Pratt, 2008; Hermes, 2015; Hesmondhalgh and Baker, 
2011; Sandoval, 2018; Umney, 2015; Ursell, 2000). These studies tended to depict the 
universalised features that characterise the economic, symbolic and social problems fac-
ing creative work, such as work precarity, low-pay, self-exploitation, work flexibilisa-
tion, declining creative autonomy, neoliberal work ethics, diminishing prestige and 
professionalism, increasing sociality at work and the lack of trade unions for negotiating 
worker benefits with employers and organising collective activism. There have also been 
emerging debates on how digitalisation and platformisation accelerate the creative pro-
duction, labour and consumption processes (e.g. Hesmondhalgh, 2019; Moe et al., 2016; 
Poell, 2020). However, little attention has been paid to how socio-technical and political 
conditions together co-configure the nature, functionality and value of creative work in 
divergent contexts, in return undermining the development, viability and sustainability of 
the creative industry and a creative career. Amid the alleged global process of creative 
work precarisation and media platformisation, this article adopts an ‘ex-centric perspec-
tive’ (Alacovska and Gill, 2019) as a starting point, which challenges a universal logic 
about and provincialises some entrenched ‘Eurocentric’ notions in CLS. However, we 
are also aware of the potential problem of parochialism in an ‘ex-centric’ approach 
(Chow and de Kloet, 2014). Instead of presuming the complete irrelevance of ‘Western 
theory’ or ‘essentialising places, histories and people’ (Chow and de Kloet, 2014: 11), 
this article aims to refine the debates on the economic and social consequences of plat-
formisation prevailing in the Euro-American public discourse (Helmond, 2015). In doing 
so, the notion of ‘context’ is interpreted as a relational rather than a fixated one, espe-
cially in the case of Hong Kong – a non-Western city with intricate socio-historical, 
economic and cultural ties to the West.

By focussing on television work in Hong Kong rather than lumping all creative sub-
sectors together, we ‘ground a more realistic and complex understanding of creative 
labour within the political economy of particular creative industries’ (Thompson et al., 
2015: 317). For instance, while existing studies show how the television sector aligns its 
professional practices with the state’s political-economic agenda, many portray a neolib-
eral-socialist dichotomy: Western TV companies’ creative production and publicity 
(such as BBC World’s) are typically characterised as serving the state’s neoliberal nation 
branding measures and aiming at economic globalisation (e.g. Bolin and Miazhevich, 
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2018), also ‘attract[ing] capital, tourists, investors, and trade’ (Del Percio, 2016: S3), 
whereas Chinese television companies’ (such as CCTV-4 and Phoenix TV) primary con-
cern about promoting the state socialist ideology through their programming is under-
scored as a non-neoliberal nation building strategy (e.g. Wu and Ng, 2011). Against the 
backdrop of its British (post)colonial history, hybrid culture and recent political changes, 
we will elucidate Hong Kong TV industry’s changing politico-economic role and its 
mixed impacts on television work.

In the following, we first contextualise the development of the television industry in 
Hong Kong’s unique socio-historical, political and economic trajectories since the 1950s. 
We then elaborate on the recent calls for de-westernising (or de-centring) CLS (Alacovska 
and Gill, 2019; de Kloet et al., 2020). Next, we review the key debates on how media 
platformisation impacts creative work and also discuss their potential limitations in ana-
lysing the cases that do not squarely match with the infrastructural properties of Western 
media platforms and their primary aim at market power expansion (e.g. Budnitsky and 
Jia, 2018; Chan, 2017; Plantin and de Seta, 2019; Qiu, 2010). Finally, we theorise how 
the following three forces – (1) the Western-capitalist-driven infrastructural platformisa-
tion, (2) the HK government’s gradual appropriation of China’s techno-nationalist media 
regulations in TV licensing under a non-neoliberal logic and (3) a controversial re-cen-
tralisation of ‘political-neutrality’ in creative outputs within the media organisational 
setting and daily work practices – have coalesced to form Hong Kong TV workers’ sense 
of precarity and creative dissatisfaction, and also lead to the increasingly politicised con-
ceptions and criticisms of TV creativity in social discourse.

From 2016 to 2021, we conducted 88 interviews with Hong Kong’s creative workers, 
including 17 of them working in the television industry. Our empirical findings show 
how Hong Kong’s increasingly platformised TV industry and its sub-sector-specific 
mode of production and consumption characterise the subjectivity and sense-making 
process of TV workers. We also analyse how the reported ambiguity and inconsistency 
in the TV operations are interlinked with the diverging strategies directed by both the 
platformised business models and an unprecedented techno-nationalist agenda. This ana-
lytical perspective helps readers recognise how the two interlaced macro changes (socio-
technical and political) constitute new forms of editorial control, legalised media 
regulations and self-censorship with which TV workers now constantly negotiate. 
Importantly, we argue that the new techno-political imperative derives dual impact: 
while it situates Hong Kong’s TV industry in a challenging position, hinders its develop-
ment and undermines TV workers’ wellbeing, creative fulfilment and career progression, 
it also enables TV workers to reinvent new meanings and values for their creative work. 
All these will be elucidated in detail in our data analysis.

Why Hong Kong?

This article presents how the British (post-)colonial city’s unique socio-historical and 
socio-political trajectories intricately link with the peculiar work challenges and identity 
crisis of Hong Kong TV workers in their daily work. Contrasting the infrastructural prop-
erties of Western media platforms aiming at market power expansion, we argue that it is 
problematic to analyse the platformisation of media work simply by focussing on its 
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economic imperative. For example, infrastructural and media platformisation in China  
not only serves economic goals, but also specific diplomatic and political goals 
(Budnitsky and Jia, 2018; Plantin and de Seta, 2019). By recentring the techno-political 
in the analytical lens of CLS, we contend that the evolution of Hong Kong’s TV industry 
and its creative labour process are not just guided by economic considerations or an 
‘entrepreneurial agenda’, but are entangled with other structural contextual factors – 
including its historical legacies, socio-technical changes and political and ideological 
framework, which render the nature and impact of its platformisation rather different 
from other typical ‘metropolitan creative hubs’ like London, Paris, New York or Tokyo. 
In fact, Hong Kong provides a case of creative and cultural industries ‘straddling both 
the Western and Eastern worlds’ and exemplifies an ‘unfinished experiment and a labora-
tory of globalisation’ (Leung, 2019: 6).

Hong Kong’s social history and television industry 
development

The peculiar development of Hong Kong’s television industry – since its inception in 
1957 – was a result of its British colonial history and the social, political, economic and 
cultural changes (Hampton, 2011). In the 1950s, the city experienced a drastic popula-
tion growth generated by waves of Chinese emigration and sojourn movements between 
Hong Kong and Guangdong province and a post-war baby boom. By 1960 the popula-
tion had reached 4 million, and by 1966 it expanded again to 5 million: one-third were 
refugees who emigrated from Mainland China after the communist take-over. While the 
local birth-rate was persistently high, by the mid-1960s, 43 percent of the population fell 
into the 10–35 age-group, and the proportion of the locally born population surpassed 
50 percent for the first time (Hampton, 2011: 306–307). These altogether created a criti-
cal mass of potential TV audiences (Chik, 2010).

Since the 1950s, the colonial government embraced the doctrine of laissez-faireism and 
was extremely careful about not cultivating a sense of Chinese national identity in the 
Anglicised educational system. The economic value of Hong Kong as a middleman in 
Sino-British trade was the only emphasis, whereas ‘Chinese-ness’ was neither linked to 
contemporary China nor the local Hong Kong landscape. A majority of Hong Kong Chinese 
was being trained to speak both English and Cantonese-Chinese, yet without any strong 
identification with either country. Especially, the social riots in 1956, 1966 and 1967 had 
led the British colonial government to use various educational and entertainment tools, 
including television, to control, tame and distract the ‘rebellious youths’ (Ma, 1999).

Meanwhile, the socioeconomic upgrading derived from modernisation and industri-
alisation in the 1960s and 1970s (Jarvie, 1977) and the upsurge of consumerism and 
cultural globalisation (Ng, 2003) encouraged the increasingly well-off Hong Kongers to 
seek enjoyment out of their work time, and television instantly became a major mass 
entertainment. When compared with other post-war British colonies, television came 
rather early to Hong Kong, indicating ‘the Colony’s prosperity and its status as a regional 
media capital’ (Hampton, 2011: 306). Run by the British commercial company 
Rediffusion (RDF), Rediffusion Television (RTV), established on 29 May 1957, was the 
first wired domestic television service epitomising the birth of Hong Kong’s television 
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industry (Hampton, 2011). At the beginning, the 1500 audience members for RTV’s one 
channel (primarily broadcast in English and some Chinese), black and white, 4-hour 
daily TV programming were mainly British. In the 1950s, more than 98 percent of the 
locals were Chinese, and most could not afford both the wired television set and the 
monthly subscription fees. Hence television was then criticised as the ‘special enjoyment 
of the elites’ (Ng, 2003).

For almost a decade, RTV maintained its monopoly position in Hong Kong’s televi-
sion market. Until 1965, however, the Hong Kong government offered the new over-the-
air (OTA) TV broadcast licence (15-year patent). The British-American invested 
Television Broadcasts Limited1 (TVB) successfully bid for the licence (Hampton, 2011: 
308) and became the major commercial rival against RTV (Ng, 2003). As the first com-
mercial terrestrial television in Hong Kong operating on two channels, the Jade 
(Cantonese) and the Pearl (English), TVB represented the official emergence of a domes-
tic mass (Chinese) television market right after the riots and civic disturbances of the 
same year, signifying the coming of age of the locally born generation (Ma, 1999). As 
early as 1976, Hong Kong had achieved a 90 percent television penetration of all homes. 
In 1977, all three Hong Kong TV stations (TVB, RTV and the short-lived Commercial 
TV) produced and broadcast approximately 65 hours of TV programmes per day, reach-
ing an estimated 3.2 million audience (Wong and Yu, 1978: 7). In the 1990s, which was 
the ‘golden era’ of Hong Kong TV industry entertaining audiences across Asia and other 
Chinese societies around the world, the total number of Hong Kong’s TV drama produc-
tions per year added up to 1470 episodes (Ng, 2003).

Apart from the commercial broadcasting service, Hong Kong also has its own public 
broadcasting service Radio Television Hong Kong2 (RTHK). There are also several other 
key wired and satellite TV networks in Hong Kong’s television history, comprising 
Cable TV, Phoenix TV, Now TV, Hong Kong Television Network (HKTV), ViuTV and 
Fantastic TV. As the major incumbent player in TV, the business of TVB has nevertheless 
been going downhill since the mid-2000s. To strengthen and further expand its share in 
the rapidly surging mainland Chinese market, in 2015 the company was sold to Chinese 
businessmen, when Charles Chan Kwok-keung became the new chairman of TVB and 
Chinese media magnate Li Ruigan, nicknamed the ‘Chinese Murdoch’, joined the board 
of directors and became the largest shareholder holding about a 20 percent stake (Leung, 
2019: 13), alongside the increasing pro-establishment ownership which occurred after 
the Hong Kong handover in different sectors of the Hong Kong media industry (Luqiu, 
2017).

Since 2010, there have been mounting calls for the government to issue more free TV 
licences for two main reasons: the perceived deteriorating quality of free TV production 
and the ageing industry’s neglect of changing public taste and interest. This also trig-
gered the renowned telecom and media entrepreneur Ricky Wong Wai-Kay to found 
HKTV by headhunting and hiring hundreds of TV industry personnel and producing 
television programmes since 2010. However, in October 2013 the Hong Kong govern-
ment officially rejected HKTV’s licence application (Leung, 2015); the decision was 
widely criticised by the general public as a political one. While Wong subsequently 
announced an immediate cut of 320 jobs, instead of expressing resentment towards their 
short-lived employer, HKTV employees (including those dismissed) staged a public 
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demonstration against the Government’s draconian decision. As Leung (2015) argued, 
this incident triggered the online protests by thousands of netizens and other concern 
groups against the Government’s denial of the people’s right to TV choices as well as the 
perceived blatant injustice. In 2013, the Government also granted initial approval for 
new licences to two companies headed by businessmen who apparently have strong con-
nections to mainland China. In 2016 and 2017, HKTVE (commonly known as ViuTV) 
and Fantastic Television Limited – two new TV industry players/digital broadcasters – 
officially launched their operations.

In recent years, Hong Kong commercial and public TV broadcasters have progres-
sively distributed their content through popular social media platforms (e.g. YouTube) 
and/or their self-developed pay digital platforms. Over-the-top (OTT) video’s contribu-
tion to the total entertainment and media (E&M) revenue in Hong Kong is on the rise 
(PricewaterhouseCoopers, 2020), reflecting the importance of platformisation in the 
Hong Kong’s TV industry. The intertwined forces of the platformised business model 
and a ‘techno-nationalist media agenda’ (Qiu, 2010) constitute a new analytical approach 
in studying creative labour in Hong Kong’s TV industry.

De-westernising CLS

CLS have been centred on Euro-American contexts and focussed on the examination of 
middle-class, white, male and urban workers (Alacovska and Gill, 2019). Despite more 
recent studies turning their investigation into ‘peripheral’ regions, the theorisation result-
ing from these Western studies is still grounded in the global North experience. Alacovska 
and Gill (2019) assert that the de-westernisation of CLS can bridge the existing concep-
tual gaps by examining the specialties and distinctiveness of the ex-centric or global 
South creative workers and their labour process. For instance, in Iqani’s (2019) study of 
South African social media brand influencers, she elucidates the informal value creation 
through the celebritisation of the influencers and their role-modelling as an aspirational 
consumer, reflecting a distinctive consumer culture in the global South. In contrast, 
Leung and Cossu (2019) argue, the new work experiences offered by the digital entrepre-
neurship in Taiwan and Thailand are not only shaped by the neoliberal ideology, but are 
also constituted by context-specific forms of intergenerational solidarity and close-knit 
community help, which involve a new class of entrepreneurial elites which counter the 
political and economic limits of the two countries. Both Iqani’s and Leung and Cossu’s 
studies offer alternative ex-centric lens in CLS to break through the global North-South 
binary conceptualisation. While previous studies show how ‘the influences of the evolv-
ing economies, including the growing emphasis on global markets, the tightening of 
budgets, structural economic downturns and other changing economic conditions’ nega-
tively impacted Hong Kong advertising workers’ creative identities (Chan, 2017: 327), 
in this study, we illuminate a more holistic conceptual approach beyond a neoliberal 
understanding of creative industry and career by factoring in the socio-historical, socio-
technical and political dynamics in Hong Kong’s TV industry, highlighting the linkages 
between digital media platformisation and an emerging techno-nationalist agenda in the 
(post-)colonial city, in addition to the distinctive forms of work precarity, moral deposi-
tions at work (Alacovska and Gill, 2019), distinctive TV consumer culture (Iqani, 2019) 
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and modes of digital entrepreneurship (Leung and Cossu, 2019) derived from the con-
text-specific techno-political forces.

Media platformisation and the techno-nationalist agenda 
through TV media

Responding to the popularity of Western social media platforms (e.g. YouTube, Facebook, 
Instagram) and online streaming entertainment services (e.g. Netflix, HBO, Spotify), plat-
formisation has become essential to media corporations and media workers in their cultural 
content production, distribution and monetisation (Poell, 2020) in addition to reinforcing 
media concentration. The leading corporations integrate across the business lines vertically 
and horizontally, from content production to media intermediaries, data analytics to content 
distribution. In particular, digital media has become a powerful tool for nationalistic promo-
tion within and without the nation state. Techno-nationalist agenda can be defined as ‘the 
pursuit for the technological prowess of a nation, which is culturally rooted in the traditions 
of nationalism and institutionally expressed through concrete political economy structures 
and processes’ (Qiu, 2010: 287). The fulfilment of techno-nationalism relies on a ‘diverse 
collection of government agencies rather than a central government office’ in implementing 
high-tech policies (Qiu, 2010: 188). In China’s case, the infrastructural platform model of 
WeChat (a dominating multi-purpose messaging, social media and mobile payment app in 
China) is designed to meet both the nationalist agenda guided by the Chinese government 
and the commercial objectives of the Internet company (Plantin and de Seta, 2019). Under 
China’s political economy, the two seem to work seamlessly with each other. WeChat not 
only includes properties of infrastructure in terms of a scale, ubiquity and criticality of use. 
The infrastructurisation of a digital media platform shaped by both techno-nationalist media 
regulations and an overt cyber sovereignty agenda (Hao, 2017; Qiu, 2010) realises national 
security and interests through entrepreneurial-governmental collaboration on technological 
development. The closed environment of the WeChat official account and mini programmes 
are ‘nested apps’ that prevent the information outlinking to the Internet and facilitate national 
control of its massive user base (Plantin and de Seta, 2019). The WeChat example attests 
that the ‘public-private partnership’ between media and the China state depends on the 
state’s national political and information system (Budnitsky and Jia, 2018).

While the existing non-Western (Plantin and de Seta, 2019) and East-East/China-
Russia (Budnitsky and Jia, 2018) studies of platformisation and techno-nationalist media 
regulations offer an alternative perspective in understanding digital media other than a 
purely market- and algorithmic-driven viewpoint, such a techno-nationalist media agenda 
could manifest itself differently in other socio-political contexts. In other words, the 
techno-nationalist media agenda is not always a poreless matrix completely controlling 
the industry development and worker practices. In the case of Hong Kong, Wu and Ng 
(2011) observed that major TV broadcasters who built rapport with the Chinese govern-
ment used to strike a good balance between the nationalist agenda on soft-power building 
and commercial interest. Phoenix TV, founded in 1986 and a Hong Kong–based private 
Mandarin Chinese TV network, provides free information flow and entertainment across 
the Greater China region. Phoenix TV’s news programmes, on one hand, targeted the 
overseas Chinese audience for ‘cultivating and propagating a sense of Chinese cultural 
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identity and recognition’ (Wu and Ng, 2011: 76). On the other hand, the broadcaster 
embraced the market-oriented corporate value in its strategic development of news and 
current affairs programmes for advertising dollars. There was also room for the small, 
independent media outlets in Hong Kong (such as InMedia and House News) to deviate 
from the mainstream TV broadcasters’ official tone and offer the public alternative news 
that were not necessarily congruent with the rhetoric of the government and the Chinese 
state. Rather than merely looking into how TV production is aligned with a techno-nation-
alist agenda (Budnitsky and Jia, 2018; Plantin and de Seta, 2019; Wu and Ng, 2011), we 
take a further step to discuss how this new ideological and regulatory structure impacts the 
working experience and triggers subsequent reactions from TV workers amid Hong 
Kong’s recent drastic socio-political changes.

Methodology

This article draws on data derived from two broader research projects on Hong Kong crea-
tive workers’ situated experiences of new opportunities and challenges under the growing 
influence of platformisation in shifting modes of production and consumption. From 2016 
to 2021, we conducted semi-structured interviews with 88 Hong Kong creative workers 
using a snowball sampling method. With prior work experiences in advertising, public rela-
tions (PR), television and print media, we exploited our own (as well as the research assis-
tants’) professional and personal networks to seek informants located in the aforementioned 
creative sub-sectors. In the subsequent round of snowball sampling, we relied on the 
recruited informants to introduce other potential interviewees, especially those working in 
the television industry. The sample contained a mix of seniorities, ranging from new entrants 
to executives with over 20 years of experience in both local and international media and 
creative companies. This article focuses on 17 in-depth interviews with TV industry workers 
(see Table 1 for a summary of respondents’ profiles). The 11 female and 6 male informants 
occupied junior and senior positions across a variety of TV functions, including financial 
news, political news, entertainment news, lifestyle and drama in the English and Chinese 
channels of both commercial and public TV broadcasters.

We developed an interview guide based on reports in local and international main-
stream media and in the cultural and creative industry literature. During interviews, the 
primary focus was to document and dissect creative labourers’ daily work experiences 
and social lives, creative achievements and social communication with co-workers. The 
questions covered personal, organisational, sector-related, local, global and other exter-
nal factors, such as economic, socio-technical and cultural ones, in addition to views 
about work-related government policies. All interviews (in Cantonese or English) were 
recorded, fully transcribed and translated into English. Using an inductive approach and 
a constant comparison method (Strauss, 1987), a long list of open codes was identified 
(for details, see Table 2). The research team further discussed and reflected on the pos-
sible linkages among these codes, then identified and agreed on a short list of axial and 
selective codes. These codes indicate key overarching themes and interlaced factors 
routinely shaping different aspects of job precarity, work demand, constraints and 
responses. Due to the 2019 Anti–Extradition Law Amendment Bill movement3 and the 
subsequent implementation of the National Security Law (NSL),4 the research team 
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Table 1. Interview respondents: summary of pseudonyms and occupation.

Pseudonym Occupation Gender Age range

Agnes Actress of local TV company 1
(well-established free-to-air terrestrial TV 
broadcaster)

F 25–30

Annie Junior news reporter of local TV company 1
(well-established free-to-air terrestrial TV 
broadcaster)

F 20–25

Cyril Presenter of local TV company 1
(well-established free-to-air terrestrial TV 
broadcaster)

M 30–35

Doris Middle-level sports news journalist of local TV 
company 3
(pay cable TV broadcaster)

F 20–25

Ellen Senior writer of local TV company 3
(pay cable TV broadcaster)

F 25–30

Gordan Anchor of local TV company 1
(well-established free-to-air terrestrial TV 
broadcaster)

M 25–30

Ivy Researcher of local TV company 2
(recent free-to-air terrestrial TV broadcaster)

F 25–30

Jacqueline Anchor of local online news channel F 20–25
Kendrick Assistant market insight manager of local TV 

company 5
(terrestrial TV turned over-the-top media 
broadcaster)

M 40–45

Maggie Research writer of local TV company 3
(pay cable TV broadcaster)

F 40–45

Melissa Finance programme producer of local TV 
company 2
(recent free-to-air terrestrial TV broadcaster)

F 25–30

Michelle Production assistant of local TV company 4
(government owned multi-media organisation)

F 25–30

Prudence Producer of a British broadcasting company’s 
Chinese channel

F 30–35

Ricky Actor of local TV company 3
(pay cable TV broadcaster)

M 35–40

Stanley Production assistant of local TV company 2
(recent free-to-air terrestrial TV broadcaster)

M 20–25

Thomas Journalist of local TV company 4
(government owned multi-media organisation)

M 30–35

Yvette Junior English news reporter of local TV 
company 1
(well-established free-to-air terrestrial TV 
broadcaster)

F 25–30



298 European Journal of Cultural Studies 26(3)

Table 2. Coding scheme.

Open coding Axial coding Selective coding

・Low pay・No pay  
for extra work 

Financial insecurity

Platformised TV 
work and precarity

 
・Extremely long work 

hours・Loss of work-life 
balance・Mental and physical 

exhaustion・Stress and  
anxiety ・Human  

resources shortage and  
staff departure

 Overwork



・TV as ‘sunsetting industry’
・Lack of competition within 

traditional TV industry 
・Dreams never come 

true・Difficulty to climb 
the career ladder・No on-
job training・Neoliberal 

self・Personal obligations to 
upgrade technical skillsets 

・Stay ‘competitive’  
or quit


Lack of career 

prospect


・Demand for 24/7 free 
news and multi-media 

contents・Global rise of 
Netflix・Competition for 
global audience・Fierce 

competition with TV streaming 
services and social media 
platforms・YouTubers 

and vloggers・Online hit 
rates・Outmoded TV  

broadcast and production 
policies・Stifle creative 

autonomy


New challenges at 
work derived from 

platforms

  

 (Continued)
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Open coding Axial coding Selective coding

・China’s national 
agenda・Government’s 

rejection of HKTV licence・Non-
neoliberal choice・New 
politicised TV licensing 

policies・RTHK’s ‘programme 
reform’・Removal of  

TV shows on anti-government 
political issues・Stricter 

regulations to TV 
operations・Closure of 

 Apple Daily・2019 Hong Kong 
Social Movement 
・2020 National  

Security Law

 Execution of new 
media-nationalist 

regulations



 

・Creativity controlled by senior 
management ・‘Intervention’ 

into newsroom・Professionalism 
deterioration・Avoidance of 
sensitive topics・‘Politically 

correct’・Hong Kong, 
China ・Political neutrality 

as new norm・More 
creative freedom on digital 

media・Unprecedented 
confusion and disappointment

 Self-censorship and 
declining creative 

autonomy


De-politicised 

creativity

 

・New understanding of TV 
creativity・Political freedom 

and expressions as vital 
・Moral obligations to the 

society


Moral deposition  
of creative work

 

Table 2. (Continued)

 (Continued)
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Table 2. (Continued)

Open coding Axial coding Selective coding

・Avoid breaching the National 
Security Law・Survival in 

creative industry・Personal 
enjoyment at creative 

work・Difficult time helps the 
industry grow・Be hopeful


Be resilient to 

techno-nationalist 
challenges 

Reinventing 
professional  

identity

・Transferrable technological 
skills・Become a YouTuber/

vlogger・Bypass TV companies


Resist (through) 
platformisation 

・Exit from TV 
industry・Finding 

new meanings of TV 
work ・Reoriented TV 

creativity・‘Pure entertainment, 
no politics’・Light-hearted TV 
production ・Radiate positivity 

to society

 Rework professional 
ethics



HKTV: Hong Kong Television Network; RTHK: Radio Television Hong Kong.

also conducted follow-up phone interviews in 2021 with five interviewees who had 
participated in one of our primary research studies and accepted our invitation for the 
follow-up session. The follow-up interview questions particularly focused on three 
selective codes: ‘platformised TV work and precarity’, ‘de-politicised creativity’ and 
‘reinventing professional identity’.

To approach CLS from an ex-centric perspective, we contextualise the emerging 
challenges for TV workers uniquely shaped by Hong Kong’s socio-political and devel-
opmental history. While some of these emerging challenges involving media platformi-
sation are universally pertinent (e.g. the upsurge of web media and digital/citizen 
journalism), the others are more specifically derived from or intersected with Hong 
Kong’s particular socio-historical and socio-political trajectories. The global transfor-
mation of media platformisation interlaces the techno-nationalist agenda through media 
platforms, reinforcing creative worker’s subjective sense of precarity and anxiety. In the 
following, three salient selective themes which emerged are selected to be discussed: 
(1) how the increased media platformisation in Hong Kong shapes TV workers’ experi-
ences of precarity and creative work; (2) how TV workers experience HK government’s 
gradual appropriation of China’s techno-nationalist media regulations and a 
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re-centralisation of ‘political-neutrality’ in creative outputs in daily work practices; and 
(3) how TV workers negotiate new forms of editorial control and self-censorship and 
derive new creative work meanings and values within the emerging techno-political 
framework.

Data analysis

How media platformisation in Hong Kong reshapes 
TV workers’ experiences of precarity and the nature, 
functionality and value of creative work

We can watch TV anytime, anywhere now – A smartphone is a television. (Ellen, Senior writer 
of local TV company 3)

Echoing the existing literature on media platformisation’s impact on cultural production, 
distribution and monetisation (Poell, 2020), our interview responses illuminate how plat-
formisation reshapes TV workers’ nature, functions and value of creative work, escalat-
ing a specific sense of job precarity. In social discourse, the demand for timely, 
round-the-clock yet free news and multi-media content has become commonplace. As 
our interviewees repeatedly describe, only the major TV networks in the United States, 
the United Kingdom, Spain, Japan, South Korea and China can afford the opportunities 
offered by media platformisation to produce and distribute competitive TV programmes 
through global algorithmic TV networks (e.g. Netflix). They also perceive their creative 
career as not as free as the individual YouTubers and vloggers, who tend to produce low-
budget yet highly creative videos on their own without the operational and procedural 
constraints in a typical corporate setting. For TV workers situated in traditional TV 
organisations, while striving to catch up with such a fast-paced cultural production and 
distribution cycle, they are trapped between the shrinking financial resources and the 
rigid workflow and mode of collaboration. Even for those who already work in Hong 
Kong’s major TV networks, they perceive their long-term career prospects as precarious 
and gloomy as the ‘sunsetting industry’ itself. Work hours in TV industry, similar to other 
creative sub-sectors such as advertising (Chan, 2017), have become extremely long, 
exceeding most workers’ physical and mental capacity, while they are also required to 
take night shifts regularly without extra pay. Such prolonged work schedules exhausted 
TV workers both physically and psychologically, depriving them of most social activities 
and the familial support they deem important to maintain their wellbeing:

[W]hen you work non-stop for 15, 16 hours, perhaps from night shift to day shift, like 2 or 3am 
till 6am, and then keep working for the day shift right after that [for another 9 to 10 hours]. It 
seems to be flexible, that you can leave when you finish . . . presuming you could actually 
finish your work by any chance! (Melissa, Finance programme producer of local TV company 
2)

An emerging trend in creating and updating multi-media contents across broadcast, 
online and social media platforms in addition to monitoring the ‘datalogic’ media 
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consumption metrics is observed (Shapiro, 2020). When it comes to the mounting tasks 
beyond traditional TV work, the ad hoc cross-media projects, and continuous human 
resources shortages and staff departures, rather than relying on the TV organisation’s 
better human resource management, TV workers are increasingly expected to embrace 
their neoliberal self: they are responsible for being flexible and resilient enough to stretch 
their work hours, forgo their non-work endeavours and personal obligations to upgrade 
their technical skillsets and fulfil their media organisations’ commercial goals. These 
unprecedented job duties further escalate their workload, stress and anxiety, generating a 
vicious work cycle. What they perceive as a solution to the escalating exploitation is 
either quitting or to stay ‘competitive’ in the market:

I think the immense workload and lack of human resources is the main reason for me to 
think of leaving the company . . . till a point when I felt it affected my health . . . so tense, 
no time to rest, no time to think . . . our content [TV scripts] is highly confidential, you 
can’t take things away and work from home . . . it’s not at all about my physical well-
being, but mental . . . I was so depressed . . . no time to rest nor to refresh yourself . . . 
always multitasking . . . everything is urgent, just so stressed. (Ivy, Researcher of local TV 
company 2)

Competition for the global audience is a universal phenomenon in the age of algorith-
mic television and large-scale customisation (Shapiro, 2020), as also shown in Hong 
Kong’s case. Such competition is not just among the regional TV broadcasters, but also 
includes the global social media platforms, OTT live-streaming entertainment services 
as well as millions of YouTubers, social influencers and ‘media produsers’ worldwide 
(Bruns, 2008). Ellen, senior writer of a local pay cable TV broadcaster, realises that the 
edge of Hong Kong TV since the 1980s – as a unique platform in mediating cultures and 
information between the East and the West - has lost its lustre. In the platform age, Hong 
Kong TV programmes’ once-renowned aesthetic styles and colloquial narratives have 
become disenchanted while facing audiences with an increasingly global taste and com-
peting against the unlimited options of news, entertainment or even educational content. 
This socio-technical shift radically reshapes the consumption patterns, preference and 
expectation of TV audiences (Iqani, 2019). Such intensified global competition also 
raises emotional anxiety and disappointment among TV workers, as they strive for high 
hit rates in a volatile digital world while being constrained by rigid organisational poli-
cies and regulations in Hong Kong:

The style of how people are watching TV has changed undeniably. I don’t even watch [local TV 
company 1], but Netflix. And, talking about the production value, [local TV company 1] hasn’t 
shown much improvement, producing same style TV dramas. Those props have been used for 
twenty years. We also have CGI, but it is worse than those from Youtubers, isn’t it? (Cyril, 
Presenter of local TV company 1)

The interviewed TV workers also often compare their creative work with the video 
contents launched in online media platforms. They find the rigid TV broadcast and pro-
duction policies and outmoded creative procedures impeding the TV industry develop-
ment and stifling their creative autonomy, artistic expressions and critical thinking 
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– which they deem more important than money and time. All these aggravate their work-
identity crisis as the newest, yet most ‘unproud’ generation of Hong Kong TV workers:

There is no restriction on the internet . . . But this doesn’t apply on TV. There are so many 
limitations . . . from regulations, products, advertisements, almost everything, will affect the 
content of a TV program . . .. those audiences will keep going away, because what you have 
done is far from what they expect. (Ricky, Actor of local TV company 3)

Apparently, the forementioned experiences of work precarity mostly align with 
Hesmondhalgh’s argument that ‘digital labour in general is strongly associated with 
exploitation and poor working conditions’ (Hesmondhalgh, 2019: 11). However, 
Hesmondhalgh (2019) emphasises that such deteriorating working conditions are caused 
by a neoliberal ‘marketisation’ (p. 7) in the West, where governments open up and push 
the digital media markets for national and international competition. In Hong Kong’s 
case, although the force of market-driven platformisation is discerned, other techno-
political factors play an even more significant role in shaping the precarisation of TV 
work and TV workers’ divergent responses, as will be further deliberated in the follow-
ing two sections.

Politically neutral production to follow the techno-
nationalist agenda

In mainland China, the realisation of the techno-nationalist agenda stipulated relies on 
cooperation between the central government and the giant private high-tech and media 
enterprises. In the case of Hong Kong, as our interviewees describe, the techno-national-
ist ideology has also gradually infiltrated the TV industry. In the platform era, Hong 
Kong’s TV organisations consciously strive for a balance between the pursuit of market-
oriented monetary return (e.g. Netflix or YouTube in Western countries) and compliance 
with the nationalist agenda (e.g. the infrastructurisation of WeChat in mainland China). 
The two interwoven yet contradictory objectives create a context-specific techno-nation-
alist agenda in the Hong Kong TV industry, rendering many interviewed workers unprec-
edentedly confused and disappointed at work. Such techno-politically driven work 
dissatisfactions are also largely distinct from those discussed in previous study of Western 
(e.g. Hesmondhalgh, 2019; Hesmondhalgh and Baker, 2011) and non-Western (e.g. 
Alacovska and Gill, 2019; Iqani, 2019; Leung and Cossu, 2019) media and cultural 
work.

Dating back to 2013, the Hong Kong Special Administrative Region (SAR) govern-
ment’s refusal to grant a free-to-air TV licence to HKTV exemplifies its legislative bias 
over the neoliberalist TV production (Leung, 2015). The founder of HKTV, Wong Wai-Ki 
who has been seen as a pro-democratic figure in Hong Kong, had invested heavily on 
talent recruitment, technological upgrading and publicity when he filed his application 
for the TV licence (Leung, 2015). Ahead of most local TV broadcasters, HKTV even 
started producing and broadcasting TV drama series on its online platform while await-
ing the prolonged licence confirmation. Many TV workers once believed that the new 
TV licence granted to HKTV could offer more job vacancies, attract creative talents 
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entering or staying in the industry, and enhance the quality and diversity of TV produc-
tion for cross-media global competition:

Putting aside his capability in running a TV station, as an entrepreneur, he [Wong Wai-Ki] 
invested hundreds of millions dollars on HKTV. I think [HKTV] could attract talented workers 
to their company if they got the license . . . the whole [TV] market could be more competitive. 
(Maggie, Research writer of local TV company 3)

Most interviewees perceive the rejection of HKTV’s licence application as a non-
neoliberal choice, as ‘government’s decision is politicised and targeted at HKTV’ 
(Leung, 2015: 427). The hope of TV workers to obtain better jobs and create a ‘more 
healthy vibe’ in the TV industry was smashed. The immediate dismissal of over three 
hundred employees by HKTV in late 2013 also escalated into public resentment and 
HKTV employees’ demonstration against the government rather than the employer:

I entered this industry in 2012. The licensing incident was in 2013. I told myself I had to join 
(HKTV), it’s a historic event [if it were successfully launched] . . . if you ask whether it’s 
related to politics, I’d say definitely yes. Even we don’t talk about politics, how many people 
lost their job after [the government] didn’t grant the license . . . Only two free TV stations and 
two pay TV stations, how could they absorb all those dismissed employees [from HKTV]? (Ivy, 
Researcher of local TV company 2)

After the 2014 Umbrella Movement5, Chinese capital started infiltrating Hong Kong’s 
local media system; both traditional and digital media companies were acquired to com-
pete against the alternative digital media corporations and counter their ‘dissenting 
voices’ (Luqiu, 2017). Hung (2020) argued the subsequent imposition of NSL in Hong 
Kong in 2020 further ‘stifle[s] the remaining freedom and autonomy of the region’ (p. 
25) across different social spheres, including traditional and digital media. According to 
the Important Note: Internet Freedom and Regulation in Selected Places,

[The] Hong Kong Bill of Rights Ordinance specifies that the freedom of expression applies 
regardless of frontiers or media, and that it may only be subject to restrictions which are 
provided by law and necessary for . . . or (b) the protection of national security or of public 
order, public health or morals. (Research Office Legislative Council Secretariat, HKSAR, 
2020: article 2.1)

Shortly following the enactment of NSL, the government authority blocked public 
access to various local online news platforms (such as HKChronicles) due to their advo-
cacy of or engagement in anti-government movements in Hong Kong, which may vio-
late the new law (Yau and Leung, 2021). Along with Hong Kong’s unique socio-historical 
background and television industry development, such unprecedented socio-political 
and legislative changes continuously reshape the nature, functions and values of televi-
sion work.

The actualisation of the techno-nationalist agenda is not limited to the control of TV 
licensing and the imposition of NSL in monitoring online news on the macro-level; it 
also penetrates into the micro-level programme production and management decisions in 
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individual TV channels. Today internal censorship is more commonly imposed to regu-
late politically or culturally sensitive TV content, according to our interviewees. Being 
‘politically neutral’ has now become the new norm in Hong Kong’s TV production 
superseding pure economic concerns. In both news reporting and entertainment pro-
grammes, such regulations are often not explicitly established, rendering them more dif-
ficult for TV workers to follow. A salient example is the only local public broadcaster 
RTHK’s recent ‘programme reform’. The broadcaster has announced the removal of 
their past TV shows – many related to the city’s social and political issues – from their 
YouTube channels and Facebook pages. Public concerns are raised that the valuable 
archival content of RTHK, including the programmes that reported on Hong Kong’s 
political protests since 2019 and the NSL, would no longer be available for public view-
ing (Cheng, 2021). Some interviewees specifically tell us how internal censorship has 
been obscurely implemented on news programming:

I did propose the topic about the anniversary of Hong Kong National Security Law for our 
documentary series. I was advised not to propose this topic because it had to be approved 
by the editorial board, and someone at my workplace said this could prevent other teams’ 
‘intervention’ into the newsroom. It’s an excuse to me. As a journalist, we have the 
responsibility to explore new stories. We can persuade and explain to anyone who wants to 
thwart our proposal. It’s just a normal practice in doing news. (Thomas, Journalist of local 
TV company 4)

There is now a lower degree of autonomy, especially on ‘sensitive’ topics. It means those news 
regarding politics and government . . . or related to China. China-Hong Kong relation . . . now 
you must follow their [assignment editor] instruction. (Annie, Junior news reporter of local TV 
company 1)

Even when producing the supposedly less political-oriented programmes, sports news 
journalist Doris mentioned about the TV broadcaster’s becoming highly sensitive of any-
thing being ‘politically incorrect’:

[W]hen I commented on the [2020 Tokyo] Olympic Games, they [the show producer] told me 
that they would show ‘Hong Kong, China’ as subtitles, but I had the flexibility to mention 
Hong Kong or Hong Kong, China. (Doris, Sports news journalist of local TV company 3)

The self-censored, de-politicised creative environment is perceived by many to under-
mine work morale and keep these workers from pushing their creative limits. In some 
cases, it is viewed as contradicting the TV workers’ ‘ethical visions of being a media 
worker’ as well as their faith in the long-term growth of TV industry as a creative sub-
sector. It has become more common for Hong Kong’s TV workers to exit the industry 
completely, or even move to other countries (e.g. the United Kingdom, Canada, Taiwan),  
which they believe provide more press freedom for their creative pursuits (Grundy, 2021; 
Ming Pao, 2021):

I’m considering staying in this industry or not . . . How could we uphold our media ethics? 
After the legal prosecution of Bao Choy [on her documentary production at RTHK] and the 
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closure of Apple Daily, my optimism has faded away within a year. (Thomas, Journalist of local 
TV company 4)

New, clashing perceptions of TV work’s function and value have emerged: the ‘moralist 
regime’ (top-down, institutional, normative) versus ‘ethical regime’ (bottom-up, individual, 
self-governing). While the creative work environment has been tightly monitored and de-
politicised through the legislative and organisational processes, TV creativity is now under-
stood, however, as even more closely associated with TV workers’ freedom of engaging in 
socio-political discussions and expressing their political views. Rather than relating to its 
artistic, affective and intellectual expressions or commercial success, the ethos of demo-
cratic expressivism has become the new ‘moral deposition’ of creative work (Alacovska and 
Gill, 2019). Alongside the rapid TV platformisation, the new nationalist media regulations 
have imposed multiple layers of anxiety and dissatisfaction upon TV workers. While some 
workers are determined to leave the TV industry, others try to actively negotiate with this 
new techno-political situation and explore alternative meanings and values of TV work.

Workers’ reinvention of professional identity amid media 
platformisation and the techno-nationalist media agenda

Against the negative outlook of Hong Kong’s TV industry development in general, many 
interviewees reinvent their functions and meanings of TV work, accelerating the new ethi-
cal regime. While frustrated with the increasingly de-politicised creative process under the 
normative moralist regime, they still reiterate their ethical obligations to the society (e.g. 
TV news reporting, documentary production). Through an active meaning-making pro-
cess, some TV workers refocus on their personal enjoyment at creative work and stress 
their continuous passion in acquiring transferable technical skills (e.g. TV production, 
video-editing, creative storytelling). With their TV creativity increasingly constrained by 
the trends of platformisation and censored by the implicit nationalist agenda, some inter-
viewees strongly believe there are new opportunities for quality TV production deriving 
from platformisation. Interestingly, for some of the TV workers, platformisation itself also 
affords their creative and political resistance. They leave the traditional TV organisational 
setting, launch their own online channel and/or social media account (e.g. Instagram, 
YouTube), enlarge their online audience base, bypass the TV companies and directly draw 
the attention of potential local advertisers or global TV steaming platforms. To reinvent 
their professional identity as a platform worker or ‘digital entrepreneur’ (Leung and Cossu, 
2019) is increasingly regarded as a favourable option to safeguard their creative-political 
autonomy and ethical obligation, and also for envisioning the future of TV:

Because of the outbreak of COVID-19, I set up a YouTube channel . . . I made videos and put 
them online. A former DJ from a local radio station set up an online platform and they invited 
me to be their podcaster . . . I have shifted to work mainly on online media. (Ricky, Actor of 
local TV company 3)

Despite the higher autonomy in broadcasting creative work via personal online 
accounts, the interviewees admit that the bandwagon of political-neutrality and a 
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heightened self-censorship still prevail across all media, indicating ongoing tensions 
between the two regimes of TV work. Even without restrictions imposed by the TV 
organisation or work supervisor, our interviewees confess they have now become more 
cautious in topic selection and word usage to avoid breaching NSL. Interestingly, this 
‘creative challenge’ is reinterpreted as a ‘creative opportunity’ for the recovery of TV 
industry. Avoiding explicit political topics, an interviewee foresees pure entertainment 
shows would become a main trend, whose de-politicised contents can still appeal to the 
general public and serve to create positive societal impact. While this anticipated trend 
of TV creativity seems to come full circle since the industry’s launch in 1957 – ‘pure 
entertainment, no politics’ – the redirection has a political undertone. Manoeuvring 
through the two diverging forces of media platformisation and techno-nationalist agenda, 
the reoriented TV creativity and creative approaches provide TV workers new meanings 
for their TV work: a chance to rejuvenate themselves, a challenge to recraft their profes-
sional ethics and political views in a de-politicised manner and a buffer to persevere 
through a socio-politically repressive epoch:

In the upcoming future, I believe light-hearted production will become a trend . . . you can no 
longer talk about the police, triad society and politics . . . people in the [TV] industry always 
look for a better world . . . if you want to survive in this industry, you have to deliver your 
‘message’ in a clever, subtle way . . . I don’t think the TV industry would shrink. The difficult 
time may help the entertainment industry grow. I believe the ‘pure’ entertainment allows the 
creators to create under lower pressure, and entertainment is the necessity during such a hard 
time for the whole society. (Ricky, Actor of local TV company 3)

While being discouraged by the existing techno-political circumstances, many TV 
workers uphold their resilience at work and recraft their professional ethics. They are 
still determined to find ways to resist challenges derived from platformisation and politi-
cal censorship, rework their logic of TV creativity, recreate their professional career on 
digital platforms, as well as reinvent their professional identity.

Discussions and conclusions

Adopting an ex-centric approach in CLS (Alacovska and Gill, 2019), this article focuses 
on the techno-political dynamics that shape the creative labour process of Hong Kong’s 
television sector. Our study shows that the precarisation of Hong Kong TV workers is not 
simply derived from economic exploitation and a neoliberal logic of platformisation, but 
also characterised by the industry’s entanglement with Hong Kong’s socio-historical, 
technological and political trajectories since the 1950s. The nature, functions and values 
of Hong Kong television work have evolved through four stages of techno-political 
changes: from a Western, new, imperialist technological tool and ‘cultural narcotic’ to 
tame the rebellious youths (1950s–1970s) to an indigenised, egalitarian and glorious 
platform to serve the public’s need for mass entertainment and mediate Chinese cultures 
between the East and the West/the world (1970s–1990s); from a reinvented, globalising 
media instrument to detach post-colonial Hong Kongers’ emotional bonding with the 
Great Britain and re-establish their cultural identification with the Chinese state 
(1990s–2010s) to an increasingly platformised, politicised yet controversial arena for 
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containing and mediating anti-China sentiments and various cultural and political resist-
ances (2010s–now). The last stage, which we conceptualise as the ‘moralist regime’ of 
TV work, is accelerated by both the rapidly changing socio-technical and political condi-
tions of Hong Kong over the past decade leading to a progressively platformised TV 
industry (Shapiro, 2020) and the implementation of China’s techno-nationalist media 
regulations (Parks, 2020; Plantin and de Seta, 2019; Qiu, 2010).

However, our analysis presents a somewhat different state-media-consumer rela-
tionship in Hong Kong’s peculiar socio-political context when compared with both 
Western cases and other studies of media and creative work in the global South (e.g. 
Budnitsky and Jia, 2018; Plantin and de Seta, 2019; Wu and Ng, 2011). The inter-
twining of socio-technical and political forces constitutes non-neoliberal forms of 
editorial control, legalised media regulations and self-censorship, rendering new 
anxiety and discontent among TV workers. On the one hand, major TV companies in 
Hong Kong aspire to adopt the platformised business model in its media operations, 
accelerating work stress and compromising workers’ physical and psychological 
wellbeing. On the other, both the government and TV organisations incept non-neo-
liberal political goals in the industry development as well as its programming direc-
tions. This normative moralist regime suppresses independent media outlets and 
their dissenting voices (Hung, 2020; Luqiu, 2017), imposes unprecedented limits on 
TV workers’ creative freedom and reinforces the essence of political-neutrality in 
their creative outputs. These transformations altogether undermine creative workers’ 
sense of pride, fulfilment and job security in their profession and the industry’s long-
term development, viability and sustainability. Nonetheless, rather than being a com-
pletely passive subject, our research shows how Hong Kong’s TV workers enact a 
new ‘ethical regime’ at work by increasingly upholding their local cultural identity 
in their professional role and politically invested work subjectivity, an unprecedented 
shift in Hong Kong’s TV history. We also discern how TV workers engage in an 
active sense-making process to negotiate with the techno-nationalist media agenda 
and exert their agency: they see themselves not only as creative workers, but also as 
political subjects who perceive their creative production as a means to promote 
social justice, actualise freedom of thought, expression, assembly and association, 
and also counter top-down ideological control. Amid the new regulatory and organi-
sational constraints, they reinvent new meanings of their creative work and their 
professional identity through experimenting with digital platform entrepreneurship 
beyond the traditional TV organisational setting, re-establishing producer-consumer 
relationships on social and digital platforms outside the ‘supra-individual datalogic 
profile’ (Shapiro, 2020), and strategising creative expressions with a political under-
tone amid an emerging media regulatory regime. In short, the juxtaposition of neo-
liberal platformisation with techno-nationalism renders unique techno-political 
encounters and responses in Hong Kong’ television work. This context-specific phe-
nomenon offers an alternative, ex-centric analytical lens to CLS.

While the findings seem to portray a pessimistic picture of Hong Kong’s TV industry 
development – that TV work has become more demanding, dispiriting and precarious 
under Hong Kong’s peculiar socio-political conditions, workers still actively reinvent 
their role as a creative professionals and the ways they produce, distribute and make 
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sense of their creative outputs. When new technologies are adopted as an ideological 
apparatus to control the masses (Williams, 1974) or as a means to extract surplus values, 
they continue to offer opportunities for innovative forms of political expression, cultural 
resistance, social resilience and meaning-making.
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Notes

1. Founded by the Hong Kong entertainment mogul Sir Run Run Shaw (who also founded the 
Shaw Brothers Film Studio), TVB was officially launched on 19 November 1967 with its 
catchy promotional slogan ‘as long as you’ve got an OTA TV set, watching TVB is entirely 
free!’. In 1970, TVB took two major initiatives: first, Sir Shaw established the first entertain-
ment industry training programme (for both front-stage and back-stage workers) to discover 
and nurture young industry talents in Hong Kong. Over the following decades, a long list of 
internationally renowned actors and directors were nurtured in TVB, including Tony Leung 
Chiu-Wai, Chow Yun-Fat, Maggie Cheung, Andy Lau, Wong Kar-Wai, Johnnie To and many 
more (Leung et al., 2017); second, with the latest UHF, 625-line PAL colour system, the sta-
tion kicked off colour TV broadcasting with its long-standing variety show Enjoy Yourself 
Tonight (Ng, 2003).

2. As a British colony, the public broadcasting service in Hong Kong was influenced by the 
British model. Distinct from the BBC, a statutory corporation primarily funded by licence 
fees, the Hong Kong public broadcasting service has been supported by direct annual govern-
ment funding. In 2016, RTHK took over the analogue frequency of the closed ATV. Currently, 
the public TV broadcaster also has its own digital channels.

3. On 16 June 2019, 2 million people rallied in the largest demonstration in Hong Kong history 
in opposition to the extradition bill that was arguably infringing civil liberties and severely 
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undermining Hong Kong’s autonomy. The mass demonstrations subsequently escalated to a 
prolonged stand-off with the police force. The controversial bill was formally withdrawn on 
23 October 2019, and it was eventually superseded by the shift launch and implementation of 
the National Security Law (NSL).

4. The Hong Kong NSL was passed, and became effective on 30 June 2020, by the mainland 
Standing Committee of the National People’s Congress. The law established the crimes of 
secession, subversion, terrorism and collusion with foreign organisations, and authorities are 
legally entitled to surveil, detain and search individuals and organisations suspected under 
its provisions, and to require publishers, hosting services and Internet service providers to 
remove and restrict content, which the authorities determine to be in violation of the law.

5. The Umbrella Movement is a series of sit-in civil disobedience movement that occurred in 
2014. It was a 79-day crowd occupation in several major business districts such as Admiralty, 
Causeway Bay and Mongkok, demanding universal suffrage in Hong Kong.

Reference

Alacovska A and Gill R (2019) De-westernizing creative labour studies: The informality of crea-
tive work from an ex-centric perspective. International Journal of Cultural Studies 22(2): 
195–212.

Banks M, Gill R and Taylor S (eds) (2017) Theorizing Cultural Work: Labour, Continuity and 
Change in the Cultural and Creative Industries. London; New York: Routledge.

Bolin G and Miazhevich G (2018) The soft power of commercialised nationalist symbols: Using 
media analysis to understand nation branding campaigns. European Journal of Cultural 
Studies 21(5): 527–542.

Bruns A (2008) Blogs, Wikipedia, Second Life, and Beyond – From Production to Produsage. 
New York; Washington, DC: Peter Lang.

Budnitsky S and Jia L (2018) Branding Internet sovereignty: Digital media and the Chinese–
Russian cyberalliance. European Journal of Cultural Studies 21(5): 594–613.

Campbell P, O’Brien D and Taylor M (2019) Cultural engagement and the economic performance 
of the cultural and creative industries: An occupational critique. Sociology 53(2): 347–367.

Chan LS (2017) Cultivation and erosion of creative identity: A Hong Kong advertising agency as 
case study. Continuum 31(2): 325–335.

Cheng S (2021) Hong Kong broadcaster RTHK deletes shows over a year old from internet as 
viewers scramble to save backups. Hong Kong Free Press, 3 May. Available at: https://hong-
kongfp.com/2021/05/03/hong-kong-broadcaster-rthk-to-delete-shows-over-a-year-old-from-
internet-as-viewers-scramble-to-save-backups/ (accessed 9 September 2021).

Chik A (2010) Creative multilingualism in Hong Kong popular music. World Englishes 29(4): 
508–522.

Chow YF and de Kloet J (2014) The spectre of Europe: Knowledge, cultural studies and the ‘rise 
of Asia’. European Journal of Cultural Studies 17(1): 3–15.

de Kloet J, Lin J and Chow YF (2020) Introduction: Creative labour in East Asia. Global Media 
and China 5(4): 347–353.

Del Percio A (2016) Nation brands and the politics of difference. Signs and Society 4(S1): S1–S28.
Gill R and Pratt A (2008) In the social factory? Immaterial labour, precariousness and cultural 

work. Theory, Culture and Society 25(7–8): 1–30.
Grundy T (2021) Ex-RTHK broadcaster and HKFP columnist Steve Vines leaves Hong Kong for 

UK citing ‘white terror’. Hong Kong Free Press, 3 August. Available at: https://hongkongfp.
com/2021/08/03/ex-rthk-broadcaster-and-hkfp-columnist-steve-vines-leaves-hong-kong-for-
uk-citing-white-terror/ (accessed 9 September 2021).

https://hongkongfp.com/2021/05/03/hong-kong-broadcaster-rthk-to-delete-shows-over-a-year-old-from-internet-as-viewers-scramble-to-save-backups/
https://hongkongfp.com/2021/05/03/hong-kong-broadcaster-rthk-to-delete-shows-over-a-year-old-from-internet-as-viewers-scramble-to-save-backups/
https://hongkongfp.com/2021/05/03/hong-kong-broadcaster-rthk-to-delete-shows-over-a-year-old-from-internet-as-viewers-scramble-to-save-backups/
https://hongkongfp.com/2021/08/03/ex-rthk-broadcaster-and-hkfp-columnist-steve-vines-leaves-hong-kong-for-uk-citing-white-terror/
https://hongkongfp.com/2021/08/03/ex-rthk-broadcaster-and-hkfp-columnist-steve-vines-leaves-hong-kong-for-uk-citing-white-terror/
https://hongkongfp.com/2021/08/03/ex-rthk-broadcaster-and-hkfp-columnist-steve-vines-leaves-hong-kong-for-uk-citing-white-terror/


Tse and Shum 311

Hampton M (2011) Early Hong Kong television, 1950 – 1970s: Commercialisation, public service 
and Britishness. Media History 17(3): 305–322.

Hao Y (2017) A three-perspective theory of cyber sovereignty. Prism: A Journal of the Center for 
Complex Operations 7(2): 108–115.

Helmond A (2015) The platformization of the web: Making web data platform ready. Social Media 
+ Society 1(2): 1–11.

Hermes J (2015) Labour and passion: Introduction to themed section. European Journal of 
Cultural Studies 18(2): 111–116.

Hesmondhalgh D (2019) Have digital communication technologies democratized the media indus-
tries? In: Curran J and Hesmondhalgh D (eds) Media and Society. New York: Bloomsbury 
Academic, pp.101–120.

Hesmondhalgh D and Baker S (2011) Creative Labour: Media Work in Three Cultural Industries. 
Abingdon; New York: Routledge.

Hung HF (2020) The unrest of 2019, the national security law, and the future of Hong Kong: 
A comparative-international perspective. The SAIS Review of International Affairs 40(2): 
25–41.

Iqani M (2019) Picturing luxury, producing value: The cultural labour of social media brand influ-
encers in South Africa. International Journal of Cultural Studies 22(2): 229–247.

Jarvie IC (1977) Window on Hong Kong: A Sociological Study of the Hong Kong Film Industry 
and Its Audience. Hong Kong: Center of Asian Studies.

Leung LK (2019) Innovation and Creative Industries in Hong Kong. London: Routledge.
Leung V, Cheng K and Tse T (2017) Celebrity Culture and the Entertainment Industry in Asia: 

Use of Celebrity and Its Influence on Society, Culture and Communication. Bristol: Intellect.
Leung W and Cossu A (2019) Digital entrepreneurship in Taiwan and Thailand: Embracing pre-

carity as a personal response to political and economic change. International Journal of 
Cultural Studies 22(2): 264–280.

Leung Y (2015) (Free) TV cultural rights and local identity: The struggle of HKTV as a social 
movement. Inter-Asia Cultural Studies 16(3): 422–435.

Luqiu LR (2017) The elephant in the room: Media ownership and political participation in Hong 
Kong. Chinese Journal of Communication 10(4): 360–376.

Ma KW (1999) Culture, Politics and Television in Hong Kong. London: Routledge.
Ming Pao (2021) 重操故業︱無綫前新聞主播王俊彥移居英國 屋企變身錄影廠 [Returning 

to old work – Former TVB news anchor Chris Wong moved to the UK and turned home 
into a video production studio]. Available at: https://ol.mingpao.com/ldy/showbiz/lat-
est/20210901/1630428274259/重操故業-無綫前新聞主播王俊彥移居英國-屋企變身錄
影廠 (accessed 31 January 2022).

Moe H, Poell T and van Dijck J (2016) Rearticulating audience engagement: Social media and 
television. Television & New Media 17(2): 99–107.

Ng H (2003) The History of HK Television. Hong Kong: Sub-Culture Limited.
Parks L (2020) Field mapping: What is the ‘media’ of media studies? Television & New Media 

21(6): 642–649.
Plantin J-C and de Seta G (2019) WeChat as infrastructure: The techno-nationalist shaping of 

Chinese digital platforms. Chinese Journal of Communication 12(3): 257–273.
Poell T (2020) Three challenges for Media Studies in the age of platforms. Television & New 

Media 21(6): 650–657.
PricewaterhouseCoopers (2020) Global Entertainment and Media Outlook 2020- 2024: Hong 

Kong Summary. Available at: https://www.iabhongkong.com/sites/default/files/2020-12/
china-entertainment-and-media-outlook-2020-2024.pdf

https://ol.mingpao.com/ldy/showbiz/latest/20210901/1630428274259/
https://ol.mingpao.com/ldy/showbiz/latest/20210901/1630428274259/
https://www.iabhongkong.com/sites/default/files/2020-12/china-entertainment-and-media-outlook-2020-2024.pdf
https://www.iabhongkong.com/sites/default/files/2020-12/china-entertainment-and-media-outlook-2020-2024.pdf


312 European Journal of Cultural Studies 26(3)

Qiu J (2010) Chinese techno-nationalism and global WiFi policy. In: Curtin M and Shah H (eds) 
Reorienting Global Communication: Indian and Chinese Media beyond Borders. Urbana, IL: 
University of Illinois Press, pp.284–304.

Research Office Legislative Council Secretariat, HKSAR (2020) Important Note: Internet freedom 
and regulation in selected places. Available at: https://www.legco.gov.hk/research-publica-
tions/english/1920in17-internet-freedom-and-regulation-in-selected-places-20200716-e.pdf 
(accessed 16 August 2021).

Sandoval M (2018) From passionate labour to compassionate work: Cultural co-ops, do what you 
love and social change. European Journal of Cultural Studies 21(2): 113–129.

Shapiro S (2020) Algorithmic television in the age of large-scale customization. Television & New 
Media 21(6): 658–663.

Strauss AL (1987) Qualitative Analysis for Social Scientists. Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press.

Thompson P, Parker R and Cox S (2015) Interrogating creative theory and creative work: Inside 
the game studio. Sociology 50(2): 316–332.

Umney C (2015) The labour market for jazz musicians in Paris and London: Formal regulations 
and informal norms. Human Relations 69(3): 711–729.

Ursell G (2000) Television production: Issues of exploitation, commodification and subjectivity in 
UK television labour markets. Media, Culture & Society 22(6): 805–825.

Williams R (1974) Television: Technology and Cultural Form. London: Routledge.
Wong W and Yu W (1978) Television News and Television Industry in Hong Kong. Hong Kong: 

Centre for Communication Studies, Chinese University of Hong Kong.
Wu D and Ng P (2011) Becoming global, remaining local: The discourses of international news 

reporting by CCTV-4 and Phoenix TV Hong Kong. Critical Arts 25(1): 73–87.
Yau C and Leung C (2021) Hong Kong police use national security law for first time to block 

access to website recording anti-government protests, officers’ details. South China Morning 
Post, 9 January. Available at: https://www.scmp.com/news/hong-kong/law-and-crime/arti-
cle/3117072/hong-kong-police-use-national-security-law-block (accessed 31 January 2022).

Biographical notes

Tommy Tse is an Assistant Professor in the Media Studies Department at the University of 
Amsterdam. He specialises in Asia’s media and cultural industries, consumer culture, creative 
labour, digital culture and fashion. His work has appeared in Information, Communication and 
Society, Global Media and China, Journal of Consumer Culture, Journal of Cultural Economy and 
Sociology, among others. He has worked in various media and creative companies, and previously 
taught at the University of Hong Kong’s Department of Sociology and Hong Kong Baptist 
University’s School of Communication.

Holy Hoi-Ki Shum is a PhD candidate in the Department of Sociology at the University of Hong 
Kong. Her PhD research is about new technologies and their impact on the transformation of crea-
tive industry and creative labour. She is also interested in popular culture. She conducted an eth-
nographic study about non-mainstream music in Hong Kong, Shenzhen and Taiwan at her mas-
ter’s degree research project.

https://www.legco.gov.hk/research-publications/english/1920in17-internet-freedom-and-regulation-in-selected-places-20200716-e.pdf
https://www.legco.gov.hk/research-publications/english/1920in17-internet-freedom-and-regulation-in-selected-places-20200716-e.pdf
https://www.scmp.com/news/hong-kong/law-and-crime/article/3117072/hong-kong-police-use-national-security-law-block
https://www.scmp.com/news/hong-kong/law-and-crime/article/3117072/hong-kong-police-use-national-security-law-block

