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Platform scholars have argued that platformization and infrastruc-
turalization lead to platform dependence. Increasingly, platform
tools, being infrastructurally integrated with platform companies,
drive these processes. Using the boundary resources framework,
this article conducts a platform historiography of TikTok by map-
ping the expansion and evolution of its toolsets. In doing so, this
paper makes two contributions to platform scholarship. The first is
both conceptual and methodological: we classify platform tools
and outline an interdisciplinary approach to systematically plot
changes to them, remaining attentive to their dynamic, relational,
and contextual nature. Second, our empirical work uncovers how
first-party platform tools are developed and managed to become
increasingly comprehensive, centralized, and integrated. The paper
concludes with a call for future research on platform tool govern-
ance to understand how platform companies encourage platform
dependence across societal sectors.

Introduction

In May of 2024, TikTok Ltd. announced TikTok Studioa digital productivity suite for
creators to make content for its popular shortform video app TikTok. The company
celebrated the new app as a ‘comprehensive creation and management platform’ com-
posed of ‘free, easy-to-use creation tools [for creators] to polish their content with
professional finesse’ (TikTok 2024). In promotional material like this, TikTok Ltd. has
repeatedly alluded to its larger tool-centric strategy: producing an increasing number of
increasingly sophisticated and interlinked software resources for cultural production. In
this paper, we study the evolution of such tools, specifically those meant to support
cultural production on the TikTok app. By surveying how the means of production,
distribution, promotion, and monetization of shortform video content change over
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time, we come to understand how platform companies govern their software resources to
accumulate market and infrastructural power, thereby increasing the degree to which
creators and cultural production become ‘platform-dependent’ (Poell, Nieborg, and Duffy
2021).

Let us start by delineating ‘platform tools’ from ‘software tools’ to be more precise
when defining and qualifying the apps and other software resources provided by TikTok
Ltd. to creators. Our definition of ‘platform tools’ builds on Foxman's (2019, 1) description
of game engines as ‘platform tools’ or ‘productivity software’ responsible for ‘enabling’
and ‘locking-in" game production. Compared to Foxman, we define ‘platform tools’ more
broadly, as ‘the combined set of software-based resources that are infrastructurally
integrated with platform companies’ (Mahetaji and David 2024, 23-24). Examples of
such tools extend past the less visible infrastructural integrations associated with software
development, such as application programming interfaces (APIs) and software develop-
ment kits (SDKs), or what the typical end-user sees on their screen. Instead, our definition
of platform tools is more inclusive, capturing in-app video cameras, video editors, auto-
mation tools powered by artificial intelligence (Al), and dashboards with data analytics—
i.e. tools that are used by groups besides software developers and end-users (see Figure 1
for examples). By adopting this wider lens, we create space for platform scholars to
interrogate deep-seated assumptions about who uses platform tools, how, and why.
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Figure 1. Examples of platform tools for cultural production on the TikTok app.
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Before starting our empirical investigation, we first consider the nebulous nature of
‘TikTok' as an object of study. Consider what we mean when we say ‘TikTok.’ ‘TikTok’ can
refer to the platform company (i.e. TikTok Ltd.), a subsidiary of its China-based parent
company ByteDance Ltd.; or to an ecosystem of web and mobile applications; or simply
the shortform video app. We respond to this ambiguity by calling for greater analytical
specificity in TikTok studies and by attempting to provide a more exact circumscription of
the corporate and infrastructural boundaries of TikTok. To do so, in the first half of this
paper we start by locating TikTok Ltd. as a platform company within a large corporate
structure. After that, we proceed to situate TikTok within its infrastructural setting. This
involves introducing the notion of ‘platform instances’ (Nieborg and Helmond 2019),
a term that describes the distinct versions of platform products and services that are
designed with different features, functions, and user experiences in mind. Then, in our
analysis, we apply these two perspectives: (1) TikTok Ltd. as a corporate entity and (2)
TikTok as an ‘assemblage of platform instances.” This allows us to better identify over-
looked kinds of platform tools. To be able to engage in a more granular and systematic
study of the resulting inventory of platform tools, we borrow the ‘boundary resources’
framework, put forward by information systems scholars Ghazawneh and Henfridsson
(2013). This framework is useful to us because it accounts for platform tools as dynamic,
relational, and contextual. That is, they are affected by constant temporal changes to
corporate strategies and platform infrastructures (dynamic); by interactions among plat-
form companies, creators, and other platform user groups (relational); and by legal and
economic events within and outside platform ecosystems (contextual).

To structure our analysis, we deploy a ‘platform historiography’ (Helmond and van der
Vlist 2019), which involves consulting current and archived platform documentation,
technology-focused media articles, and developer repositories from the period of
August 2018, when the TikTok app merged with lip-sync app Musical.ly, to June 2024.
The results are then used to explore and underline the differences in the governance of
first-party platform tools (those sanctioned by TikTok Ltd.) and third-party platform tools
(those unsanctioned by TikTok Ltd.). We demonstrate that over the course of the app’s
lifespan, first-party platform tools have evolved to become highly comprehensive, cen-
tralized, and integrated, whereas third-party platform tools have either occupied marginal
roles in cultural production or have been limited in their infrastructural connections with
the TikTok app. Ultimately, platform tools shape the politics of platform labour and the
cultural production process, which, in turn, affects the accumulation of platform power
and cultural creativity and diversity (Poell, Nieborg, and Duffy 2021). The focus on plat-
form tools becomes increasingly urgent with the integration of generative Al technolo-
gies in platform tools.

Locating TikTok

In everyday conversation and in the platform studies literature, ‘TikTok’ typically refers to
the mobile application for shortform video production. The fact that the app rather than
the company immediately comes to mind is of no surprise considering how it has steadily
outranked competing apps from incumbents such as Meta, Snap, and X (Koetsier 2023),
despite being positioned as a security concern and subject to government bans across
regions. Barring a handful of cases (e.g. van der Vlist et al. 2024), platform scholars tend to
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confine their analyses to the TikTok app, namely what they see on the screen of the app,
such as the algorithm powering the main video feed, the ‘For You' page (Duffy and
Meisner 2023). Undoubtedly, the app is key to understanding the platform economy. But
limiting research to the app alone masks the many other components of ‘TikTok,” notably
TikTok’s economic aims as a platform company, as well as TikTok’s position as infrastruc-
ture, or, as we will argue below, as an assemblage of platform tools associated with
specific ‘platform instances’ (Nieborg and Helmond 2019). By taking this dual perspective,
we surface platform tools that are often missed or obfuscated by the company.

TikTok Ltd. as a platform company

Platform tools accessed directly through the TikTok app are managed by the platform
company TikTok Ltd., a subsidiary of ByteDance Ltd. Both TikTok Ltd. and ByteDance Ltd.
operate as ‘megacorporations,” meaning they have oligopolistic grips on their markets
that they maintain by governing key ‘media technologies’ (Steinberg, Mukherjee, and
Punathambekar 2022)—or as we call them ‘platform tools.’ TikTok Ltd. supplies platform
tools such as a camera and video editor that creators can directly access from within the
TikTok app. These platform tools are accessed through the end-user interface and form
only one subset of the many available tools to create audiovisual content for the app. To
locate other tools for cultural production on the TikTok app, we situate TikTok Ltd. within
a highly interconnected corporate structure composed of various subsidiaries based in
domestic and international markets (see Figure 2). Platform scholarship that considers
TikTok outside its app boundaries, within a larger ecosystem, mostly narrows its attention
on the TikTok app’s domestic counterpart Douyin, aimed at the heavily regulated Chinese
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Figure 2. A simplified overview of the ByteDance Ltd. corporate structure, adapted from ByteDance
(2024), showing TikTok as an app (yellow highlight), as a company (red), and as one of many
subsidiaries held by its parent company ByteDance Ltd. (blue).
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market (Kaye, Chen, and Zeng 2021). As with the TikTok app, platform scholars tend to
concentrate on the app form of Douyin. They seldom deliberate Douyin’s corporate
owner, Douyin Group Ltd., or the bigger corporate ecosystem managed by ByteDance
Ltd. that houses both the TikTok and Douyin apps. This, then, ignores the corporate ties
between these two entities within the ByteDance Ltd. ecosystem. In this paper, we take
a corporate ecosystem perspective to illustrate the relationships between the different
corporate entities connected to the TikTok app.

Differentiating between the TikTok app and the company TikTok Ltd. is not simply
a matter of semantics or a matter of geopolitics (cf. Bernot, Cooney-O'Donoghue, and
Mann 2024). Rather, corporate distinctions become especially relevant when studying the
launch, rollout, and management of platform tools because platform tools for the TikTok
app are not only governed by TikTok Ltd. but by the many corporate players associated
with the TikTok app. ByteDance Ltd. and its subsidiaries are connected economically, and,
in many instances, infrastructurally through tools, leading to internal dependencies
between subsidiaries. Therefore, if we ignore TikTok’s corporate structure, we fail to see
the economic and infrastructural dependencies set up by platform tools. Understanding
these tool-mediated dependencies is important because of their role in amplifying power
asymmetries between platform companies and their various user groups in cultural
production. The following section explains how to adopt a second lens to better visualize
the infrastructural dependencies associated with platform tools by tracing their evolution
across software and hardware ecosystems.

TikTok as an assemblage of platform instances

By adopting an infrastructural perspective, we can see how TikTok Ltd. operates multiple
‘platform instances’ (Nieborg and Helmond 2019), or different software versions of its
shortform video production products and services. The TikTok app and the browser
version of TikTok are discrete examples of such instances; they both enable users to
connect to TikTok Ltd.'s products and services from various interfaces and devices to
access slightly different features. As seen in Figure 3, platform instances can be classified
by the interface through which they are accessed, that is, platform instances can be ‘app
instances’ or ‘web instances’ (Nieborg and Helmond 2019). For example, app instances are
accessible through different digital marketplaces across devices: consider TikTok for
Android TV, the TikTok app from the Google Play Store, and the TikTok app from
Apple’s App Store. Meanwhile, the browser version of TikTok (www.tiktok.com) is an
example of a web instance. Generally, platform scholarship lumps all these institutionally
distinct objects together.

The main motivation to break down TikTok into multiple instances is because it reveals
tools that tend to be ignored among scholars. Some of these neglected tools can be
found within the TikTok app instance, such as the libraries of photo effects and filters part
of the TikTok app. Other tools can be accessed from within different app and web
instances, like the editing software part of the TikTok Studio app (another app instance),
or they can behave as their own platform instances, as ‘standalone derivatives’ of the
platform (Nieborg and Helmond 2019). For instance, TikTok LIVE Studio (not to be
confused with TikTok Studio) is a desktop app that does dual duty, operating as both
a platform instance and a platform tool for producing streaming content. Platform tools
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Figure 3. The TikTok app (red) situated within an assemblage of platform instances. Note that the
instances available for a platform vary by geography and time.
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that live within the LIVE Studio web instance also integrate directly with the TikTok app
instance. The internal integration of platform tools within TikTok app and web instances
and the external integration of tools across platform instances gives users more diverse
suites of platform tools and allows platform companies to encroach further across soft-
ware and hardware ecosystems, fuelling infrastructural growth.

Besides highlighting infrastructural relationships, another reason why the vocabulary
of ‘platform instances’ is generative is because how platform tools are accessed, used, and
managed varies across instances. For example, the instances that are accessed through
the web do not require any native installations and are often conveniently available across
devices for different operating systems and browsers. At the same time, web instances
tend to be limited in features compared to native app instances. This variation makes the
notion of ‘instances’ valuable for bracketing, contextualizing, and, subsequently, mapping
changes to tools.

Next to being able to make analytical distinctions, our conceptual use of instances is
meant to prompt critical reflections on how tools contribute to infrastructural expansion.
They not only extend app instances, but they also connect them with other kinds of
platform instances. Thus, when studying platform tools as ‘assemblages of platform
instances,” platform scholars may come to uncover how TikTok Ltd. achieves infrastruc-
tural growth. Taking a cue from a valuable intervention in the field of platform studies
(Plantin et al. 2018), such growth can be characterized as the ‘infrastructuralization of
platforms’ in which TikTok Ltd. supplants the infrastructure for creating, promoting,
distributing, and monetizing shortform video content, or the ‘platformization of infra-
structure’ in which critical infrastructure begins to adopt platform-like characteristics—
e.g. news distribution companies embracing the data-centric logics associated with plat-
form company TikTok Ltd. After having economically and infrastructurally situated tools,
next we introduce information systems scholarship to analyze the evolution of platform
tools more systematically.

The boundary resources framework

In a field closely related to strategic management, business scholars have offered the
notion of ‘boundary resources,” which ‘serve as the interface for the arm’s length relation-
ship between the platform company owner and application developer’ (Ghazawneh and
Henfridsson 2013, 174). That is, such resources become key vehicles to govern those who
establish economic or infrastructural relationships with platform companies. In this article,
we position platform tools as boundary resources, which are governed via a dialectic
process between the platform company and its third parties, and which are used to
expand and ‘secure’ the platform company’s boundaries (Ghazawneh and Henfridsson
2013). Since platform companies such as TikTok Ltd. for the most part do not create
content themselves, they primarily grow by providing tools to external companies to
make content, that is, to ‘resource’ complementary products and services (Ghazawneh
and Henfridsson 2013). Using the TikTok app as an example, this may mean that TikTok
Ltd. strategically offers developers platform tools (i.e. boundary resources), which devel-
opers then use to develop complementary services for the TikTok app. Developers, for
example, can find tools on the TikTok for Developers web instance, which allows them to
integrate external applications with the TikTok app. When platform companies open their
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tools to ‘resource’ products and services from third parties, they must weigh this enabling
act with the need to also ‘secure’ their infrastructural boundaries, in order to retain control
over content distribution and their monetization efforts.

This balancing act between platform companies and third parties underscores the
dynamic and relational nature of platform tools (i.e. boundary resources). To the first
point: boundary resources and their underlying infrastructure are not static; they con-
tinually evolve as platform companies and platform users grapple with resourcing and
securing the tools they need. Consequently, our analysis takes a historical approach to
systematically produce timelines of evolving sets of boundary resources. Second, addres-
sing the relational dimension: the resourcing and securing of boundary resources are
processes shaped by a ‘distributed tuning’ process in which a network of platform user
groups, including creators, developers, advertisers, and partners informs the creation and
management of boundary resources (Eaton et al. 2015). Platform tools are not always in
a phase where they are always equally accessible to all user groups, which speaks to the
third reason as to why we employ the boundary resources framework, because it accounts
for the contextual dimension of platform tools.

Who can access platform tools and when depends on contextual factors within and
outside the control of the platform company. Platform companies can control contextual
factors, including whether a platform tool is complete and deployed across jurisdictions
or in an early stage of development and part of a geographically limited release.
ByteDance Ltd. often relies on this corporate strategy, staggering the release of new
tools and engaging in continuous experimentation with existing tools (Ma and Hu 2021).
In view of this, we widen the boundary resources framework to account for whether
platform tools are being tested, introduced, or modified (see Figure 4). Even during
moments where platform tools are well-established, platform users may deem the tools
inadequate if they require specific knowledge that is unavailable. This didactic dimension
of tools—i.e. creators need to understand tools to be able to use themis accounted for in
the boundary resources framework, which classifies technical guides, how-to videos,
community forums, and workshops for software tools as ‘social boundary resources’
(Ghazawneh and Henfridsson 2013). Social boundary resources are in service of software
tools, which information systems refers to as ‘technical boundary resources’ (Ghazawneh
and Henfridsson 2013). While experimentation and the provision of technical and social
boundary resources are within the purview of any platform company, there are external,
contextual factors that lie beyond the company’s control that affect boundary resource

| Boundary Resources |

; 1 A
|Technical| | Social | @ oduced Modified First Party Third Party

|App|ication | | Developer |

Figure 4. An expanded version of the boundary resources framework (blue) beside the initial
boundary resources framework (white), adapted from Ghazawneh and Henfridsson (2013).
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availability. Most prominent are regulatory events, including bans and privacy legislation.
We include these in our mapping.

Contextual factors are significant as they can render first-party platform tools, i.e. those
provided by the platform company, insufficient for creators. In such cases, platform users
may resource their own (i.e. third-party) tools that are unsanctioned or not owned or
permitted by the platform company. To incorporate the binary of sanctioned and unsanc-
tioned, our analysis labels platform tools as either first party or third party (see Figure 4).
This distinction demonstrates that while platform companies govern creators and their
other user groups by setting access criteria for technical and social boundary resources,
full control by the platform company over tools is inherently elusive, especially when
external boundary resources are widely accessible. Next, we explain how to apply the
expanded boundary resources framework to map the evolution of platform tools for the
TikTok app. One caveat: the boundary resources framework in its original state is not
specific to cultural production. To address this gap, we expand our analysis to encompass
software tools and instructional resources specific to creators (e.g. editors, effects, Al plug-
ins and related documentation).

Methodology

To gain empirical insight into boundary resources as sites of platform governance, we
conduct a ‘platform historiography’ of the TikTok app (Helmond and van der Vlist 2019).
This approach suggests creating a material platform history, which includes timelines of
tool changes. Following guidance from the historiography literature, we take advantage
of the many ‘data traces’ left behind by corporations and their corporate partners
(Helmond and van der Vlist 2019). Our data sources include platform documentation,
news articles, code repositories, community forums, and archival data from the Internet
Archive’s Wayback Machine. Because we are primarily interested in the TikTok app, we
limit our data collection to platform tools directed at the app instance, beginning with the
app’s merger with Musical.ly in August 2018, and ending in June 2024. That is not to say
that our approach neglects tools outside the app instance managed by TikTok Ltd. After
all, not all tools are held within app instances nor are they all examples of app
instances (think web instances,nor do they all fall under the regulatory purview of
TikTok Ltd. (think third-party platform tools). Accordingly, we make note of any integra-
tions outside the TikTok app instance and TikTok Ltd. app ecosystem. For our analysis, we
use a three-step inductive coding process outlined by Eaton et al. (2015), which accounts
for the dynamic, relational, and contextual nature of platform tool changes. Our timelines
can be viewed in Figures A1-A12 in the Appendix.

For our analysis, we start by mapping the first-party platform tools that emerge
through our investigation of TikTok Ltd. as a platform company and TikTok as collections
of boundary resources. We view platform tools as dynamic, mapping tools over time (see
A, Figure 5). Next, we survey how platform tools come into existence and how they are
operationalized in relational environments. Though we are mainly interested in platform
tools for creators, we recognize that tools often target multiple user groups as part of the
‘distributed tuning’ process (Eaton et al. 2015). As a result, we document other user
groups that emerge in association with platform tools aimed at creators, positioning
our first timeline of tools for creators against a secondary timeline of platform tools
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Figure 5. A platform historiography of platform tools associated with the TikTok app, accounting for
the dynamic (A), relational (B), and contextual (C) nature of platform tools.

intended for end-users (see B, Figure 5). Lastly, we contextualize first-party platform tools,
indicating the state of each tool (i.e. tested, introduced, modified) and whether the tool is
a technical or social boundary resource. We also factor in changes to TikTok Ltd.'s
corporate structure and the regulatory regimes governing TikTok Ltd. To that end, we
construct two additional timelines, one recording the partnerships, acquisitions, horizon-
tal integration, vertical integration, and other growth-related economic events contribut-
ing to the resourcing and securing of platform tools, and the other documenting
regulatory events implicating TikTok Ltd. and ByteDance Ltd. such as fines and bans
(see C, Figure 5). Lastly, in addition to first-party platform tools from TikTok Ltd., we
examine third-party platform tools, noting changes to third-party tools, the user groups
involved in their governance, and the contexts in which they are developed and
governed.

Classifying platform tools for cultural production on the TikTok app

Our analysis reveals that most platform tools intended to facilitate cultural production are
first-party platform tools, or tools sanctioned by TikTok Ltd. Unlike their unsanctioned,
third-party counterparts, first-party platform tools continually evolve to become more
comprehensive, more centralized, and more integrated across the many app and web
instances managed by TikTok Ltd. ByteDance Ltd., and the subsidiaries held by
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Figure 6. Platform tools as comprehensive, centralized, and integrated.

ByteDance Ltd. (see Figure 6). Our discussion begins by suggesting that first-party tools
have become increasingly comprehensive, centralized, and integrated to encourage
creators and other platform user groups to confine their workflows to tools within the
platform ecosystem managed by TikTok Ltd. or associated corporate entities. We follow
with reflections on our second category of platform tools, third-party platform tools,
noting that the unsanctioned tools from third parties tend to be designed for tasks
ancillary to cultural production, and in instances where third-party tools serve a primary
function, they tend to be less directly connected to the TikTok app.

Sanctioned, first-party platform tools: comprehensive, centralized, and integrated

Since merging the TikTok app with Musical.ly in August 2018, TikTok Ltd. has worked to
build a comprehensive set of first-party platform tools. We use the label comprehensive
for when a platform company’s toolkit (1) combines technical boundary resources with
thorough instructions describing their use (detailed social boundary resources), (2) targets
primary tasks such as filming and editing, and (3) encapsulates multiple stages of the
cultural production process: creation, distribution, promotion, and monetization (see
Figure 6). To address the first point: TikTok Ltd. from its inception has built out its suite
of creator-centric technical and social boundary resources, both in breadth and in depth.
For example, TikTok Ltd. introduced the Creator Portal in January 2021 to link technical
boundary resources to many social ones instructing aspiring and established creators on
skills and strategies for successful shortform video creation. Over the next three years,
TikTok Ltd. updated the Creator Portal to include more informational content for a larger
number of tools (e.g. community effects, TikTok Shop monetization tools). Eventually, in
March 2024, TikTok Ltd. replaced the Creator Portal with the even more well-equipped
Creator Academy. Many of the technical and social boundary resources being supplied by
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TikTok Ltd. fulfill primary roles, the second characteristic of a comprehensive toolkit. By
primary, we mean the tools serve a critical function, are used frequently, or affect content
quality or efficiency during the cultural production process (e.g. the TikTok app’s in-app
camera and in-app editor). To the third and final point of why we view TikTok Ltd. as
a supplier of comprehensive tool suites is because the company’s technical and social
boundary resources cover multiple steps essential to the cultural production process; they
are all-encompassing. Case in point: for content creation TikTok Ltd. provides a camera,
video trimmers, and effects; for promotion TikTok Ltd. includes hashtags and mentions;
for distribution TikTok Ltd. offers share buttons and links for exporting; and for monetiza-
tion the company displays dashboards with user and revenue analytics. In providing such
a comprehensive suite of platform tools, TikTok Ltd. encourages creators to restrict their
resourcing to its platform instances.

Second, as the breadth and depth of TikTok Ltd.’s first-party platform tools increased,
the company packaged individual tools into centralized suites targeted at specific groups
of third parties. This way, the company could direct its various groups of users to a central
location containing all the technical and social boundary resources they needed. Initially,
TikTok Ltd.’s centralization strategies varied by group. For example, software developers
and advertisers were each given their own centralized suites of resources, labelled
explicitly for their use (e.g. TikTok for Developers introduced in November of 2019 and
TikTok for Business announced in June of 2020). These resources were disseminated
through multiple app and web instances but remained centralized. The many platform
instances simply meant more access points to the centralized tool suite. Tools for creators
too followed the logic of centralization but were managed differently.

Prior to 2019, platform tools specific to creators were positioned as features intrinsic to
and housed within the TikTok app, a centralized location to supposedly simplify and
‘democratize’ cultural production. Unlike the centralized tool suites for developers and
advertisers, tools for content creation were not explicitly tagged as ‘tools for creators.” As
a discursive strategy, avoiding labels implied that any end-user had the potential to
transition from audience member to creator. In 2021, TikTok Ltd. pivoted its strategy for
creator tools to resemble the approach it used for its developer and advertising tool
suites, introducing the Creator Portal in January and the Creator Next program in
December. These two sets of resources did name creators as their intended user group
and were originally centrally integrated with web instances. After 2022, TikTok Ltd. began
setting up other dedicated app instances to target creators—e.g. TikTok Notes tested in
April 2024 and TikTok Studio released in May 2024. On the surface, the creation of many
new app instances seems to decentralize platform tools. In practice, a higher number of
app and web instances translates to more access points to infrastructurally centralized
resources for a variety of users.

Third, next to being comprehensive and centralized, platform tools are integrated
across software ecosystems within and outside the app ecosystem managed by TikTok
Ltd. They connect multiple platform instances (technical integration) and multiple user
groups (social integration). At the level of technical integration within the TikTok Ltd. app
ecosystem, TikTok Ltd. ensures that the software powering its platform tools is interoper-
able and compatible across its many platform instances. Outside its app ecosystem, within
the ByteDance Ltd. ecosystem for instance, TikTok Ltd. and ByteDance Ltd. integrate their
platform tools; at the software level they incorporate logins from different apps, at the



CONTINUUM: JOURNAL OF MEDIA & CULTURAL STUDIES . 13

functional level they develop similar tools across apps, and at the aesthetic level they use
common branding and a shared design for the creator interface. By integrating the
software, functions, and aesthetics associated with platform tools across platform
instances, TikTok Ltd. begins to connect its different user groups, engaging in social
integration. That is, by tying different platform instances together, platform tools also
bring together diverse user groups. For example, the TikTok Creator Marketplace, through
its centralized social boundary resources, brings together creators and brands, increasing
the number and types of opportunities for creators to monetize content. The monetiza-
tion opportunities that stem from integrating numerous platform instances, along with
the comprehensive and centralized nature of first-party platform tools from TikTok Ltd.,
imply that TikTok creators are heavily dependent on the tools within the ambit of TikTok
Ltd., ByteDance Ltd., and ByteDance Ltd. subsidiaries. But the existence of third-party
platform tools suggests otherwise.

Unsanctioned, third-party platform tools: secondary or disconnected

Recall that tool management is a distributed tuning process between creators, platform
companies, and other platform user groups (Eaton et al. 2015). In other words, platform
companies are constantly negotiating the need to resource products and services from
third parties with the need to secure their infrastructural boundaries. Creators who find
TikTok Ltd.’s tools limiting are not without agency, however, nor is tool governance a top-
down process. Creators can devise strategies to self-resource, obtaining their own tools.
Two categories of such third-party resources emerge as part of our analysis: (1) tools from
individual developers and creators, which fulfill functions secondary to the cultural
production process and (2) comprehensive tools from well-resourced start-ups and
incumbents that are largely disconnected from the TikTok app ecosystem. The first type
includes tool with functions that are supplementary to the cultural production process, for
example, scraping TikTok data, removing watermarks, and increasing the length of TikTok
videos. Eventually, they tend to be made obsolete by TikTok Ltd.’s in-app equivalents (e.g.
TikTok’s Save Without Watermark feature introduced in March 2024, the increase in video
length to 10 minutes in February 2022). These third-party tools are rarely comprehensive,
and they are seldom centralized or easily integrated with the TikTok app. In contrast, there
is a second group of third-party platform tools, typically managed by start-ups and
incumbent firms. These two groups of corporate actors have the financial means to
supply and maintain comprehensive third-party platform tools, usually in the format of
app instances. While such third-party toolsets may also be comprehensive and they may
centralize technical and social boundary resources into single app instances, the tools
struggle to integrate with the TikTok app. Even in cases where third-party platform tools
are purposefully designed to integrate with the TikTok app, they usually do not see the
same adoption rates as apps held by TikTok Ltd. For example, third-party apps like ‘Filters
for TikTok—PhotoPic’ or ‘Captions for TikTok' have limited downloads. Despite lower
adoption among creators, third-party platform tools do attract well-established creators
looking to self-resource (e.g. the D’Amelio family partnering with third-party editing app
Lightricks). In a winner-take-all market, attracting the capital needed to invest in third-
party platform tools presents a challenge; when creators cannot invest, they join multiple
platforms so that they are not so reliant on any one platform company (Poell, Nieborg,
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and Duffy 2021). How tools play into this strategy, however, is not well-understood and
provides fertile ground for future scholarship.

Reflecting on resourcing and securing: how platform tools facilitate platform
growth

Our empirical analysis thus far focused on characterizing platform tools for the TikTok app.
Let us now reflect on how platform tools have evolved, and how resourcing platform tools
grows TikTok, both as a company and as an assemblage of platform instances. What our
historical analysis of TikTok’s evolving boundary resources makes clear is that TikTok Ltd.
resources platform tools from both inside its own infrastructure, as well as from outside by
forming business relationships with third-party companies. When resourcing tools through
partnerships, TikTok Ltd. contributes directly to the ‘platformization of cultural production’
(Nieborg and Poell 2018) and other societal sectors. First, many of the partnerships TikTok
Ltd. relies on to resource tools are with companies situated in the cultural industries (e.g.
February 2024 partnership with Adobe for professional video production). These ties allow
TikTok Ltd. to capture various markets tied to cultural production (e.g. publishing, music,
gaming). Only a handful of the company’s partnerships are with firms outside the cultural
industries. For example, in August of 2021 TikTok Ltd. partnered with the e-commerce
platform company Shopify to fashion a tool for embedding product links into TikTok
profiles. By September 2023, the e-commerce venture had transitioned from a simple in-
app link into a full-fledged e-commerce instance called TikTok Shop. Here we see an
illustration of how TikTok Ltd. resources platform tools to tap into the expertise, products,
and services of third parties, successfully manoeuvring into industries within and outside
the cultural sector—in other words, engaging in platformization.

In the process of resourcing platform tools, TikTok Ltd. not only pushes its economic
and governmental logics across industries, but it also begins to extend and supplant
critical infrastructure for cultural production—i.e. infrastructuralization. Early on, TikTok
Ltd. emphasized its desire to become a key infrastructure for content creation, unlike its
competitors at the time, as made apparent in our mapping of creator-centric tools (see
Figures A1-A12 in the Appendix). Over time, the company resourced an increasing
number of tools from third parties, its users (e.g. augmented reality effects from creators),
and its parent company (e.g. CapCut for video editing from ByteDance Ltd.). This resour-
cing strategy produced comprehensive, centralized, and integrated suites of platform
tools. The TikTok app alone, for example, contains all the tools needed to film, edit,
promote, and monetize content. Creators interested in more functionality and more
granular control over the process of shortform video production can access additional
tools through other app and web instances that remain infrastructurally integrated with
the TikTok app. Connecting various platform instances ultimately became a way for
ByteDance Ltd. and TikTok Ltd. to expand as infrastructure, while, crucially, securing
their boundaries.

Conclusion

Time and time again, TikTok Ltd. has emphasized the importance of platform tools and its
role in supplying its various user groups with tools:
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TikTok’s commitment is to give you access to the best technology and creative tools so you
can realize your full potential—as artists, educators, business owners, advocates, or any other
way you choose to make your mark and live your dreams. (Presser 2024)

Platform tools are undeniably critical to the work of creators and other user groups, from
developers to advertisers. Therefore, TikTok Ltd. governs its platform tools strategically,
prioritizing economic and infrastructural growth. We call on platform scholars to consider
the mapping of platform tools—the dynamics that render tools increasingly comprehen-
sive, centralized, and integrated, and the consequences these dynamics have for different
platform user groups.

In our methodology, we stressed the dynamic, relational, and contextual nature of
platform tools. We recognize that platform tools are dynamic; they will continue to evolve.
For example, countless tools have emerged since technology company OpenAl released
the Al-powered chatbot ChatGPT in November of 2022. How TikTok Ltd. and ByteDance
Ltd. modify their toolkits in light of the shift towards Al technologies has yet to be
explored. This question is particularly relevant because of TikTok Ltd.’s relationship to
ByteDance Ltd., a company with strong computational roots in machine learning and Al.
The exact implications of platform tool governance, with the rise in Al, remains ambig-
uous. Changes to platform tools due to Al may change creators’ experiences of autonomy,
authenticity, creativity, and platform dependence, and in the process, revise their relation-
ships with platform tools, other platform user groups, and their audiences. Here,
a relational understanding of tools is useful. We advocate that future studies of platform
tools consider relationality by consulting creators, examining how they navigate limita-
tions in technical and social boundary resources and tool-based dependencies.

As Al tools—and platform tools generally—are not developed and governed in vacuums,
we also suggest that platform scholars frame tools as contextual, grounding their tool
analyses in the political economic and infrastructural contexts in which tools emerge—
something we aimed to do. Context is especially significant when studying platform tools
associated with Al and the TikTok app as both have become major points of contention in
geopolitical clashes and have repeatedly been the subject of regulatory concern. We also ask
platform scholars to critically reflect on the binaries that segment TikTok into the domestic
(China) market and the international market and to avoid homogenizing ‘international’ to
the North American and European contexts (Poell et al. 2025). In short, we recommend
platform scholars foreground platform tools for more critical studies of platform companies
and platform infrastructure. As shown in this empirical contribution to platform and TikTok
studies, platform tools are helpful for unpacking the processes of platformization, infrastruc-
turalization, and the future of platform-dependent cultural production.
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Appendix
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July-December 2019

Evolution of TikTok’s boundary resources
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July-December 2020

Evolution of TikTok’s boundary resources
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