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Whose Voice Counts? Synthetic-Voice Labour and
Attributional Displacement on Douyin

Abstract

A smooth synthetic voice can make a long act of augmentative and alternative communication (AAC)
sound immediate. This article examines how that audibility is produced and how audiences decide
whether machine-mediated words, emotions and competence belong to the nonspeaking creator.
Drawing on a six-month netnographic study conducted between September 2025 and February 2026,
the analysis combines 14 adult creators, 487 public videos, 412 hours of platform observation, 423
purposively retained voice- and authorship-related comments/replies, and 21 communication-
accessible interviews totalling 1,087 minutes. Rather than claiming a universal sequence, the findings
identify a recursive configuration: creators compose through heterogeneous AAC and voice
arrangements, format expression for platform genres, encounter audience attribution, and sometimes
undertake verification labour. The article develops attributional displacement—the movement of
presumed authorship, competence, or affect away from the creator toward a device, communication
partner, Al system, or commercial intermediary when external involvement is interpreted as replacing
rather than supporting the creator’s role. This reframes platform accessibility as a problem of
circulation, attribution, tempo and governance, not interface operation alone.

Keywords: AAC; attributional displacement; disability media; Douyin, platform labour; synthetic
voice, recognised authorship

1. Introduction

The video appears to begin with a voice. A creator faces the camera while a synthetic narrator
tells a story about work, intimacy, disability, humour or ordinary life. What audiences hear in thirty
seconds may have taken hours to compose through eye-gaze typing, an AAC application, a phone
keyboard, predictive text or repeated selections from a voice interface. The finished video begins
after much of the labour has disappeared. Viewers hear fluency, while fieldnotes record waiting,
selecting, correcting, rehearsing and deciding whether the composition process should be shown.

The disappearance of this labour reorganises recognition. Some viewers respond to the creator's
argument or joke; others ask whether a parent wrote the script, whether the voice is 'really' theirs, or
whether the person on screen understands what is being said. The central puzzle is therefore not
simply whether technology enables speech. It is how technologically mediated expression is
attributed when platform culture rewards speed, polish and affective immediacy. Audibility does not
automatically produce recognised authorship.

This puzzle is consequential for nonspeaking and speech-disabled creators. The term
nonspeaking is used here as a communication-centred rather than diagnosis-centred descriptor:
participants could not rely on natural speech as their primary or consistently intelligible mode of
communication and used AAC, text-to-speech, voice banking, eye-gaze input, delegated narration,
captions or other non-oral modes in platform production. The article follows a communicative
arrangement rather than a diagnostic category.

Douyin is a generative field because voice, body, captions, editing rhythm, recommendation
systems, audience reaction and commerce converge in one environment. For nonspeaking creators,



these elements do not merely carry messages already formed elsewhere. They shape what can
circulate: slow composition may be cut, a generic young voice may travel better, a brand may prefer a
smoother tone, and an educational post may reveal eye-gaze typing to prove authorship.

Douyin matters here not as a generic short-video container but because the observed field
combined compressed video pacing, integrated voice-and-caption production, creator-facing
engagement metrics, MCN and brand coordination, and livestream commerce. Across fieldnotes and
interviews, these elements made synthetic voice simultaneously a communicative interface, an
editing object, a recognisable persona and a commercial asset. The platform-specific claim is
therefore about how these elements were assembled in this field, not that all short-video platforms
operate identically.

Existing scholarship explains parts of this scene but not the specific attribution problem. AAC
research explains communicative competence, embodiment and voice personalisation; disability
media scholarship shows that access is relational and shaped by ableist norms; platform research
explains visibility, self-branding and precarity; and generative-Al research shows how models can
accelerate or reshape expression. What remains under-theorised is the moment when a nonspeaking
person becomes a public creator whose mediated utterance must circulate as content while remaining
attributable to them as its author.

This article addresses that gap through a qualitative design linking what creators publish, how
audiences respond and how creators explain production decisions. The evidence base is primary and
study-generated: platform observations, interview transcripts, public video records, comment threads,
fieldnotes, coding outputs and case matrices were produced and analysed by the research team. The
analysis follows mediated utterances across composition, formatting, circulation, attributional
judgement and creator response, while avoiding causal claims that the available platform traces
cannot support.

The theoretical argument draws on Callon's concept of socio-technical agencements but shifts
the analytic object from creator visibility to attributed authorship. A platform voice is assembled
across the creator, AAC interface, predictive system, synthetic-voice library, communication
partners, editing tools, audience expectations and commercial arrangements. The article makes four
contributions. First, it distinguishes public audibility from recognised authorship. Second, it specifies
synthetic-voice labour as the transformation of slow, multimodal composition into an apparently
immediate vocal performance. Third, it develops attributional displacement to explain how words,
feeling or competence can be reassigned from the creator to a device, partner, Al system or brand.
Fourth, it theorises recognised authorship as a contingent achievement grounded in selection, veto,
account control, disclosure and accountability.

2. Literature Review: From Communication Access to Synthetic-Voice
Platform Labour

The review is organised as a longitudinal dialogue rather than a topical inventory. It traces a
shift from AAC as 'communicative competence' (Light & McNaughton, 2014), to disability media as
'restricted access' (Ellcessor, 2016), to platform studies of the 'platformization of cultural production’
(Nieborg & Poell, 2018), and finally to generative-Al debates about machine-mediated authorship. A
condensed historical map is provided in Supplementary Table G6.



2.1 From functional access to communicative personhood

Modern AAC scholarship first established that people with complex communication needs can
select symbols, construct messages and participate through modes other than natural speech. The
Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities codifies communication as including
'augmentative and alternative modes, means and formats of communication' (United Nations, 2006,
Article 2). This rights-based premise remains crucial, but early functional accounts largely examined
clinical, educational, service or family settings rather than public content, metrics, sponsorship or
audience judgement.

Light and McNaughton's (2014) account of 'communicative competence' widened the analytic
unit from device operation to linguistic, operational, social and strategic resources. The mobile era
further normalised portable speech-generating technologies: McNaughton and Light (2013) described
a 'mobile technology revolution', while Broomfield et al. (2024a, 2024b) foreground AAC users'
experiences across changing lives. Voice synthesis research adds that intelligibility is also identity
work. Hyppa-Martin et al. (2024) show how earlier speech-generating-device voices produced
'depersonalized SGD use'. Yet when a personalised or synthetic voice becomes a public creator
persona, questions of ownership, editing authority and recognition are relocated to platform
circulation.

2.2 From access to interdependence and disability media

Disability media and critical access studies challenge the idea that inclusion can be achieved by
attaching a tool to an unchanged environment. Ellcessor's (2016) 'restricted access' and Alper's (2017)
'giving voice' shift attention from what a device permits to the conditions under which mediated
utterance 1s heard as credible and consequential. Bennett et al. (2018) extend this move through
'interdependence as a frame', showing that disabled people often act through human and technological
coordination. For nonspeaking creators, interdependence may enable filming, typing, translation or
brand negotiation; it may also become editing, normalisation or gatekeeping.

This tradition also shows that authenticity is socially demanded rather than simply possessed.
Bitman (2022) identifies 'constant able-bodied surveillance and disciplining', while Dufty and Hund
(2019) theorise an 'authenticity bind' in social media self-branding. Synthetic voice intensifies this
bind: polished speech can increase intelligibility while making authorship more suspect. The present
article therefore extends access theory with a platform-labour vocabulary that explains why mediated
expression becomes measurable, profitable and self-managed.

2.3 Platformisation, visibility and disabled creator labour

Platform studies recast cultural production as dependent on infrastructures of distribution, data
extraction, monetisation and governance. Nieborg and Poell's (2018) 'platformization of cultural
production' and Poell et al.'s (2021) account of platforms and cultural production show that cultural
goods are continuously adjusted to platform markets. Creator-labour scholarship then identifies the
insecurity behind entrepreneurial narratives: Duffy's (2017) 'aspirational work', Duffy's (2020)
'algorithmic precarity' and Duffy et al.'s (2021) 'nested precarities' explain how unstable recognition
and income structure social media work. Abidin's (2016) 'visibility labour', Cotter's (2019) 'visibility
game' and Bishop's (2019, 2020) work on algorithmic lore show how creators manufacture presence



under opaque conditions; Bucher (2018), Gillespie (2018) and Duffy and Meisner (2023) clarify that
platform governance is neither neutral nor evenly experienced.

Disabled-creator research brings these problems closer to the present case. Choi et al. (2022)
formulate an 'inclusive algorithmic experience'; Heung et al. (2024) show how disabled creators
become vulnerable to ableist harassment; Lyu and Carroll (2024) identify BlindTokers'
infrastructuring work; and Lyu et al. (2024) describe flourishing labour. Lu and Guo's (2026) Douyin
study of Deaf creators is the closest precedent. It explains a visibility paradox in which exposure and
livelihood opportunities coexist with hearing-centred commercial discipline, cultural
commodification and constrained creative autonomy. The present study does not treat synthetic voice
as merely another route to visibility; it asks how a mediated utterance is assigned to, or detached
from, the person who composed it.

2.4 From visibility to attributed authorship: delimiting the contribution

The distinction is substantive rather than terminological. Lu and Guo (2026) centre culturally
Deaf creators whose principal linguistic practice is sign language and examine how subtitles, Al
dubbing, Signed Chinese and hearing 'coaches' shape visibility, cultural autonomy and commercial
participation. This study centres nonspeaking and AAC-using creators for whom the contested object
is the source of the utterance itself: whether the words were selected by the creator, generated by a
system, written by a relative, scripted by a brand or understood by the person on screen. Its unit of
analysis is therefore the voice arrangement and the attribution episode, not creator visibility alone.

This shift changes the theoretical question. Visibility research asks what creators must do to be
seen and monetised; attributed-authorship research asks whose intention, competence and affect are
recognised after technologically mediated speech circulates. The comparison is summarised in
Supplementary Table G7. The contribution claimed here is accordingly narrower than a general
platform paradox: it concerns the displacement and verification of authorship under conditions of
communicative difference.

2.5 Generative Al, voice technologies and the unresolved authorship problem

Recent work integrates predictive and generative systems into AAC. Gaines and Vertanen
(2025) adapt large language models for character-based AAC; Karmakar and Sinha (2024) automate
text-to-AAC generation; Pal et al. (2024) connect personal narratives with conversational Al; and
Benevento et al. (2025) and Frisch and Vertanen (2025) stress evaluation in real-world contexts of
participation and agency. McNally et al. (2024) report disabled users describing ChatGPT as a
communication assistant and conversational partner. These systems can support composition, but the
analytical consequences differ across generic TTS, personalised voices, voice banking, predictive
text, LLM assistance and delegated narration. They should not be collapsed into a single category of
'Al voice'.

AAC scholarship also cautions against separating devices from bodies and relationships.
Benson-Goldberg et al. (2025) show that embodied resources remain necessary in speech-generating-
device interactions, while Pradana (2025) describes AAC devices through experiences of
embodiment and disembodiment. Voice banking research demonstrates that accent, age, naturalness
and personalisation are identity questions rather than technical properties alone (Chen et al., 2023;
Hyppa-Martin et al., 2024). Critical voice research further shows that sounding voice can be datafied
and treated as evidence of identity by institutions and platforms (Leix Palumbo & Prey, 2024). These



insights make authorship attribution central: a mediated voice is simultaneously an interface output,
bodily performance, identity claim and potentially valuable data object.

Communication research has long shown that audiences distinguish human, machine and
institutional sources even when message content is held constant (Sundar & Nass, 2001). Human—
machine communication and Al-mediated communication research further treats Al not simply as a
channel but as a communicative actor or message-transforming intermediary (Guzman & Lewis,
2020; Hancock et al., 2020). Attributional displacement extends these traditions by examining a
disability-specific epistemic asymmetry: technological or relational support is treated not merely as a
source cue but as a reason to reassign the creator's intention, competence or feeling elsewhere.

Qualitative research with AAC users raises parallel epistemic questions. Keane and Kocsis
(2025) diagnose missing methods and epistemic injustice, Noyes and Wilkinson (2024) centre adult
AAC users' service experiences, and Temple and Young (2004) identify translation dilemmas.
Agency cannot be studied if communication modes are regularised beyond recognition or if partner
contributions are silently attributed to creators. The gap is therefore precise: existing traditions do not
yet explain how a platformed synthetic voice becomes an access mechanism, authored performance,
commercial resource and object of public source attribution at the same time.

3. Theoretical Framework

Callon's (2008) concept of socio-technical agencements provides a vocabulary for following
mediated authorship without reducing it to either technology or individual choice. Agency is
produced through arrangements of people, devices, competencies, rules, resources and calculative
procedures. A synthetic-voice video is therefore not a transparent output of intention; it emerges
through message selection, prediction, interface design, assistance, editing conventions, audience
anticipation and platform metrics. The analytical unit is the arrangement that carries an utterance
outward and the attributional judgement that follows.

This perspective avoids two errors. A technological-determinist account treats AAC or Al voice
as empowerment or alienation in itself; an individualist account treats stylistic adaptation as
unconstrained choice. Agencement analysis instead asks which capacities are enabled, who holds
selection and veto rights, which intermediaries reshape expression, and how the resulting voice is
publicly attributed. Predictive text may increase speed while privileging common phrasing; a partner
may enable expression while becoming an aesthetic gatekeeper; and commercial metrics may provide
income while narrowing communicative experimentation.

Callon's distinction between prosthetic and habilitated agency adds a normative dimension. In a
prosthetic arrangement, a person is helped to operate within an environment whose standards remain
intact. In a habilitative arrangement, the environment is reorganised to expand possible action.
Applied to platform communication, a prosthetic orientation asks how nonspeaking creators can
sound sufficiently rapid, fluent and ordinary for existing interfaces and audiences. A habilitative
orientation asks how platforms might recognise plural tempos, visible composition, non-vocal modes,
collaborative authorship and creator-controlled disclosure without treating these as deficiencies.

Synthetic-voice labour names the coordination and transformation work that converts
communicative intention into a platform-circulating vocal performance. Its distinctiveness does not
lie in claiming that composition, affective labour or relational labour are individually new. It lies in
their convergence around a temporal and attributional transformation: slow, multimodal and often
collaborative composition is compressed into speech that sounds immediate and singular.



Attributional displacement occurs when audiences move the presumed source of the utterance away
from the creator and toward a device, communication partner, Al system, brand or other
intermediary. The presence of technological or human mediation does not itself constitute
attributional displacement; displacement occurs only when mediation is interpreted as replacing the
creator as the presumed source of intention, competence or affect. Recognised authorship is the
contingent social recognition that the creator selected, understood, authorised and remained
accountable for the mediated expression. It does not imply that authorship can be objectively verified
by audiences or that creators must publicly prove their competence. Here, recognised authorship
describes how authorship becomes socially acknowledged through attribution processes; it is not a
normative requirement that disabled creators disclose private production processes or publicly prove
competence.

The concept is retained only where four conditions can be linked across more than one data
type: mediated voice expands practical participation; the arrangement makes authorship or
competence contestable; doubt is directed toward an external source; and the creator responds
through explanation, process disclosure or decision-right claims. Counter-cases are necessary because
accepted mediation, artistic convention and stable audience relations show that no technology
produces the paradox by itself. Table 3 reports this theory-building test.

Figure 1 specifies this mechanism. It separates composition, voice arrangement, platform
formatting and audience attribution; distinguishes recognised authorship from attributional
displacement; and shows verification labour as a possible response rather than an inevitable final
stage.

ANALYTICAL OBJECT: mediated authorship, not device use alone
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Figure 1. Analytical model of synthetic-voice labour, attributional displacement and recognised
authorship.

Note. Solid arrows organise observed analytical relations; the dashed arrow represents recursive
adaptation after verification demands. The model does not assert a universal causal sequence.

3.1 Research questions

RQI. How do nonspeaking creators use different AAC and synthetic-voice arrangements to
enter and reshape recognisable Douyin genres?

RQ2. How are selection, veto, editing, account control and commercial decisions distributed
among creators, communication partners, technologies and intermediaries?

RQ3. Under what conditions is mediated speech attributed to the creator, and when are words,
emotion or competence displaced toward a device, partner, Al system or brand?

RQ4. How do creators respond to attributional doubt, and which genre, disclosure and audience
conditions reduce or intensify verification labour?

4. Methodology

This study adopts a qualitative netnographic design that connects public presentation, audience
attribution and creator accounts without treating the materials as a causal panel. Videos show what
circulated; fieldnotes situate platform events; comments and replies show how source and
competence were publicly judged; and interviews explain production decisions, support relations and
responses that finished posts often concealed. Triangulation is used to test and bound interpretations,
not to transform qualitative materials into prevalence estimates. Table 1 summarises the empirical
materials and their analytical functions.

Table 1. Empirical materials and analytical function

Data source Completed scale Analytical function
Netnooraphic Contextualise platform norms,
grap September 2025-February 2026; 412 hours content changes, audience
observation

interaction and creator strategies

Map genres, voice arrangements,
Video corpus 487 public videos from 14 selected creators  process visibility and public self-
presentation

14 creators; 21 sessions; 1,087 minutes across ) .. )
Explain motivations, production

Accessible text, captioned meetings, AAC output, o .
. . . . . processes, decision rights, income
interviews asynchronous video/text and family-assisted o .
.. . . and attribution experiences
communication with text confirmation
Comments and 423 purposively retained items concerning Identify forms of attributional
voice, AAC, authorship, competence, judgement and linked creator

creator replies

commercial scripting, emotional sincerity or  responses; not estimate comment



Data source Completed scale Analytical function

creator response pr evalence

Provide contextual field traces
only; not infer platform
preference, causal effects or
between-genre performance

Available likes, comments, shares, saves and
follower ranges; newly posted videos captured
at 14 days (+/- 2 days)

Engagement
traces

Note. Counts locate the corpus and support qualitative mapping. Purposively retained comments do
not provide a denominator for prevalence, and engagement traces are not used to infer platform
reward or causal effects.

The study adapts netnography to a digitally mediated field (Kozinets, 2002; Pink et al., 2015;
Postill & Pink, 2012). Douyin is treated not as a repository of videos but as a socio-technical field in
which creators, followers, brands, interfaces and metrics interact. Fieldwork ran from September
2025 to February 2026. Two researchers observed selected accounts, new posts, profile changes,
comments, creator replies, livestream announcements, sponsorship markers and relevant platform
trends. Daily fieldnotes and weekly memos tracked changes in voice use, disclosure, audience
judgement and creators' theories of visibility.

4.1 Sampling and corpus construction

Before formal sampling, the researchers conducted a feasibility scan using Chinese search terms
related to speech disability and communication technologies. The scan identified 87 potentially
relevant accounts; 31 met preliminary eligibility criteria; and 14 creators participated. Inclusion
required adult status, self-identification as nonspeaking, speech-disabled or an AAC user, creator-
authored or creator-selected synthetic or speech-generating communication in at least 30% of public
videos during the sampling window, at least ten posts in the previous six months, personal
participation in account or content decisions, and willingness to participate through a preferred
communication mode. Purposive maximum-variation sampling sought diversity in follower range,
gender, age, communication technology, content genre, location and commercialisation. Sample size
was justified by information power (Malterud et al., 2016). The purpose of the sample was not
statistical representation but mechanism-oriented theoretical development through comparison across
communication arrangements, genres, and attribution contexts. The non-identifying participant
profile is provided in Supplementary Table G1.

The final corpus comprised 487 public videos posted by the selected creators during fieldwork.
The project did not use automated scraping. Metadata were recorded manually in a structured log,
including posting date, topic, communication modality, available interaction counts, follower range
and visible commercial disclosure. The 423 comments/replies analysed in depth were purposively
retained after screening visible comment spaces for references to voice source, AAC process,
authorship, competence, commercial scripting, emotional sincerity or creator response. Because the
total visible-comment universe and platform ranking process were not consistently recoverable, these
items are treated as an analytic corpus of attribution events, not a representative sample of audience
opinion. No claim in the findings compares genre-specific prevalence of suspicion. Supplementary
Table G2 reports corpus completeness and missingness.



4.2 Accessible interviewing and translation

Each creator was invited to one or two interviews, yielding 21 sessions and 1,087 minutes. The
procedure was communication-accessible by design. Participants chose among WeChat text, Tencent
Meeting with real-time captioning, AAC output, asynchronous video-plus-text or family-assisted oral
communication with text confirmation. Questions were provided in advance, breaks were
unrestricted, and response latency was not interpreted as uncertainty. Communication partners
attended only at the participant's request, and their contributions were identified separately in
transcripts. When partners assisted with communication access, they supported interactional logistics
rather than substituting for participant responses. Partner explanations, interpretations, and
independent statements were labelled separately and were not treated as participant-authored
accounts. Interviews and posts were analysed first in Chinese or in the participant's original AAC
text.

4.3 Analytical units, coding and evidentiary limits

The study used reflexive thematic analysis for interviews, fieldnotes, video narratives and
creator self-explanations (Braun & Clarke, 2006, 2021). Analysis moved through familiarisation,
open coding, memo writing, candidate-theme development, cross-case comparison, negative-case
analysis and theoretical refinement. Structured video descriptors were kept separate from interpretive
themes. Two researchers independently coded 120 videos (24.6% of the corpus), then refined the
codebook. Agreement was substantial for primary narration modality (kappa = 0.81), AAC-process
visibility (kappa = 0.78), perceived voice gender coding (kappa = 0.74) and commercial markers
(kappa = 0.82). Interpretive themes were not subjected to mechanical agreement scoring.

Two linked analytical units were added during cross-case refinement. First, a voice-arrangement
typology distinguished generic TTS, personalised synthetic voice, voice banking, AAC-integrated
TTS and partner-supported or delegated narration according to text source, voice source, support role,
creator selection and disclosure. These are configurations, not levels of technological sophistication.
Second, an attribution episode linked a post, a comment or reply, a creator response and an interview
or fieldnote only when the materials clearly referred to the same bounded event. The linked episodes
support process interpretation but do not constitute a complete event census. Supplementary Tables
G8-G10 document the typology, episode logic and denominator policy.

Engagement traces were retained to understand the field context and timing of creator decisions,
but they were not standardised by follower count, paid promotion or recommendation exposure. Raw
between-genre medians have therefore been removed from the main findings. The analysis does not
claim that Douyin 'rewards' a voice type on the basis of these traces; commercial and visibility
pressures are established through creator accounts, visible arrangements and bounded field episodes.

4.4 Ethics, identifiability and reflexivity

Institutional ethics approval was obtained before fieldwork; the approving body and reference
number are withheld in the anonymised manuscript and should be supplied in the non-anonymised
submission materials. Public availability was not treated as blanket consent. Account names, profile
images, locations, searchable quotations and recognisable biographies were removed or paraphrased.
Direct screenshots are not reproduced. Voice files, screen recordings and raw video are encrypted and



access-limited because they may be biometric or highly identifying. Participant profiles use broad
ranges, and combinations of genre, age, technology and follower size were reviewed for reverse-
identification risk. Researcher positionality was documented throughout, especially around fluency,
speed, translation, family mediation and assumptions about what counts as independent authorship
(Franzke et al., 2020).

In the anonymised manuscript, positionality is reported at the analytical rather than biographical
level to avoid author identification. Reflexive attention focused on how assumptions about fluency,
speed, translation, family mediation and solitary production could shape interpretation. The analysis
therefore treated these standards as culturally and institutionally situated rather than neutral indicators
of competence or authorship. Supplementary Table H1 summarises the qualitative accountability
materials and audit trail.

5. Findings and Analysis

The findings are organised around a recursive configuration rather than a linear stage model.
Each section follows the same evidentiary rhythm: thematic claim, field context, participant quotation
or linked video/comment evidence, interpretation and boundary condition. Figure 2 shows how
communicative access, platform legibility, attributional judgement and creator response can feed
back into one another. The arrows organise recurring relations across cases; they do not claim that
every creator follows the same chronology.



RECURSIVE CONFIGURATION OF SYNTHETIC-VOICE AUTHORSHIP
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Figure 2. Recursive configuration of synthetic-voice authorship on Douyin.

Note. The configuration distinguishes linked analytical relations from causal or universally ordered
stages. Accepted authorship and attributional displacement can coexist across genres and within the

same account.

5.1 What nonspeaking creators produce on Douyin

The corpus shows that nonspeaking creators use synthetic voice not only to compensate for
absent or unreliable speech but to enter recognisable platform genres: daily-life narration, disability
explanation, humour, assistive-technology education, commercial promotion and intimate content.
Synthetic voice opened spaces for ordinary presence, expertise, humour, income and relational
expression, yet each genre posed different demands concerning tempo, disclosure, affect and
authorship. Table 2 maps corpus composition and interpretive stakes; it does not compare

engagement performance.



Table 2. Corpus composition, voice arrangements and authorship stakes

Common voice Primary communicative and authorship

Primary theme arrangement stake

Ordinary presence; making everyday
Daily-life narration Generic TTS + captions experience narratable without requiring
disclosure in every post

Personalised or voice-
banked speech + visible
AAC

Explaining mediation and asserting authorship,
competence and communication rights

Disability explanation and
advocacy

Using synthetic thythm as comic timing and a

i +
Humour/comedy Generic TTS + fast tempo repeatable platform persona

Asmstwe—tec;hnology AAC/TTS demonstration Mgk}ng medle}tlon visible aqd teachable;
education shifting attention from deficit to practice

Polished TTS + commercial Negotiating brand scripts, pace, voice style and

Commercial promotion .
p aesthetics proof of creator control

Personalised TTS + affective Making synthetic prosody carry vulnerability

Inti ional . - , .
ntimate/emotional content tone while retaining emotional authorship

Preserving cases that cross genres or resist

Other/mixed Mixed arrangements stable classification

Note. Counts describe corpus composition and primary thematic classification. Categories are used
for qualitative mapping and do not estimate audience prevalence, engagement performance or causal

effects.

Daily-life narration was the largest category, followed by disability explanation and advocacy.
The distribution indicates that synthetic voice supported both ordinary presence and explicitly
disability-related communication. Genre also organised what was made visible. Advocacy and
educational posts more often displayed AAC devices, typing or eye-gaze selection, while many
humorous and commercial posts foregrounded finished fluency. Because exposure and follower scale
were not standardised, this contrast is interpreted as a difference in presentation strategy, not
evidence that the platform rewarded one arrangement over another.

P03 described this genre-specific calibration as a conflict between recognition and proof: 'For
advocacy videos, I show my eye-gaze board because I want people to know this is really me. But for
brand collaborations, the brand asked me to use the smooth voice and cut out the typing part; they
said it was more professional.' A fieldnote from a P06 video shows the alternative strategy: a split
frame displayed AAC text being composed word by word while P06's face reacted as each word
appeared. The caption read, 'This is how I speak. It takes time. Thank you for waiting.' These
examples show both adaptation and resistance: creators learned platform conventions, but they also
used disclosure, slowness and embodied presence to contest the assumption that fluent voice is the
only credible voice.



5.2 Voice arrangements and the making of platform legibility

Platform legibility was not produced by a device alone. Machine-mediated speech had to
become intelligible, emotionally familiar and temporally compatible with short-video circulation.
This involved negotiating accessibility, creative style and perceived platform norms around speed,
retention, affect and repeatable persona. The same creator could use different arrangements across
advocacy, commerce, intimacy or art.

Synthetic-voice labour included selecting messages, accepting or rejecting predictions,
compressing long ideas, choosing voice styles, correcting pronunciation, coordinating captions,
synchronising gesture and deciding whether to reveal composition. All 14 participants discussed
shortening or simplifying expression for video pacing, and 12 discussed selecting voices by age,
gender, accent, speed or emotional tone. In the corpus, 198 videos (40.7%) visibly displayed the
communication process, while 289 (59.3%) did not. These figures show that much communicative
work was absent from the final frame; they do not by themselves establish why a post was
recommended or how audiences interpreted it. Supplementary Table G3 summarises the dimensions
of synthetic-voice labour and their evidence base.

The technology typology clarifies what 'synthetic voice' covers. Generic TTS separated the
creator's text from a shared platform voice; personalised synthesis and voice banking connected
output more directly to a chosen or historically embodied vocal identity; AAC-integrated TTS linked
alternative input to vocal output; and partner-supported narration added an explicit human
intermediary. Authorship questions therefore differed by arrangement. The relevant issue was not
whether Al was present in the abstract, but who selected the text and voice, who could reject changes,
how support was disclosed, and which source audiences presumed. Supplementary Table G8 reports
the typology.

This time compression was not a researcher inference. PO1 explained, 'For a 30-second video, I
sometimes write for two hours. I have to compress what [ want to say into a few sentences, otherwise
viewers swipe away.' P02 described voice selection in similarly practical terms: 'l tried seven
different voices. At first I used a mechanical one. Later I found a younger and faster voice, and
followers said, this sounds like you. So I kept using it." The first quotation shows constraint; the
second shows agency. Together, they show why synthetic-voice labour is strategic adaptation rather
than passive technological use.

The embodied dimension was also central. P14 said, 'When I record a video, I have to listen to
the rhythm of the synthetic voice, and my face has to move with it. If the voice laughs, I have to
smile; if the voice sighs, I have to frown. It takes practice.' Synthetic voice does not replace the body;
the body is recruited to authenticate the voice, supply affect that the system cannot deliver and make
a mediated utterance appear socially present.

5.3 Attributional displacement, authorship scrutiny and accepted mediation

Within the retained attribution episodes, audience judgement sometimes displaced authorship
away from the creator. Comments questioned whether the creator wrote the words, understood the
message, controlled the account or genuinely felt the emotion carried by a synthetic voice.
Attributional displacement names this change in presumed source: the creator moves from recognised
speaker to the person for whom a device, parent, partner, Al system or commercial script is assumed
to speak.



Five forms of scrutiny recurred in the retained attribution corpus: technological suspicion,
family-authorship suspicion, competence doubt, commercial suspicion and emotional-authenticity
doubt. These categories describe the forms encountered; they do not estimate their prevalence among
all comments. Counter-cases of acceptance, creativity and stable community recognition were
analysed alongside scrutiny. Linked episodes suggest that disclosure, technical demonstration, artistic
framing and established audience relations could make mediation more intelligible, while commercial
polish or visible partner involvement could provide occasions for external attribution. Supplementary
Table G4 provides the classification.

Technological suspicion appeared repeatedly in the retained advocacy-related attribution
records. P03 reflected: 'They do not really want to know the technical details. They want to confirm
whether 1 am really disabled, as if I have to perform it for them to count.' Family-authorship
suspicion appeared when a partner was visible. P06 explained, 'They see someone next to me and
think it is not me. But no one asks a person typing on a keyboard, Did you actually type that?'
Competence doubt linked speech difference to cognitive authority; P07 said, 'What hurts most is not
that they say I cannot speak, but that they say I do not understand. They confuse my body with my
mind.'

Commercial and emotional episodes made the attribution problem especially explicit in the
linked records. POS8 said of a brand collaboration, 'The thirty seconds viewers saw took me a whole
morning. | just wanted to make good content; I was not deceiving anyone.' P10 located emotional
authorship in the words she selected and the embodied work surrounding them, rather than in
synthetic prosody alone. A counter-case qualifies the pattern: P13's art and music videos attracted
comments about creativity rather than authorship. Synthetic voice alone therefore does not produce
doubt; genre expectations, disclosure and ableist assumptions shape whether mediation is accepted or
externalised.

5.4 Decision rights and recognised authorship

Family members, partners, therapists, editors, MCNs and brand contacts helped some synthetic
voices become publishable. Their involvement does not automatically reduce agency. Recognised
authorship depends on how decision rights are distributed: who proposes, selects, rejects, controls
account access, communicates with brands, receives income and answers for the final post. This
reframes independence as meaningful control rather than the absence of support. The distribution of
decision rights across creators, partners, technologies and intermediaries is summarised in
Supplementary Table GS5.

P06's mother assists with selecting topics, filming and editing. P06 explained: '"My mom helps
me press the keys because my hands are hard to control. But every word is something I have thought
through. She does not choose words for me; she is just my hands.' By contrast, PO§ described MCN
involvement: 'They tell me this sentence is too long and Douyin audiences do not have patience.
Sometimes they suggest a more explosive opening.' PO6's 'just my hands' describes assistance that
carries intention outward; PO08's 'explosive opening' describes platform-oriented shaping. The
difference lies not in whether another actor is present but in selection, veto and accountability.
Supplementary Table G5 reports the decision-rights matrix.

All 14 participants reported retaining password access and formal final-posting authority.
Formal account control nevertheless did not eliminate economic, relational or stylistic constraints: a
creator could retain the final click while still facing meaningful costs for refusing a brand, MCN or
family-preferred form.



5.5 Livelihood, commercial adaptation and vocal norms

For creators excluded from conventional employment or needing flexible work, platform
production could provide income, recognition, peer connection and a public role. Commercial
participation also introduced requests for faster, smoother or more conventional vocal styles. The
evidence for this claim comes from creator accounts, visible brand arrangements and decision-right
records—not from raw engagement differences between content genres.

Commercialisation was widespread but uneven. Eleven creators had brand partnerships, six
displayed product links, three had livestream-commerce experience and eight received tipping or
donation income. P02 linked income to speed: 'After my followers passed 100,000, brands started
contacting me... In livestream commerce I use the fastest TTS voice because I can introduce more
products.' PO8 described a similar shift: 'I realised I had not used my slower voice for a long time—
not because I could not, but because slow is not valuable on Douyin.' P11 provides a counter-case: 'If
it is slow, it is slow. People have become used to it." Commercial norms were influential but not total;
autonomy depended on whether creators could refuse profitable voice expectations without losing
meaningful participation.

5.6 A bounded configuration: the voice-authenticity paradox

The findings support a bounded voice-authenticity paradox rather than a universal sequence.
Synthetic voice can expand narration, expertise, humour, advocacy and livelihood. Under some
arrangements, however, the compression and polish that make expression circulate also increase
ambiguity about who selected, understood or authorised it. Attributional displacement converts that
ambiguity into an external source claim; verification labour is one possible creator response.

The voice-authenticity paradox is retained because three evidentiary conditions are present:
synthetic voice increased platform legibility and practical participation; this legibility was linked to
reception, livelihood or community recognition; and polished arrangements generated authorship
scrutiny, identity constraint or verification labour. Table 3 provides a compressed theory-building
check. It includes counter-cases so that the concept is bounded rather than universalised.



Table 3. Bounded evidence test for the voice-authenticity configuration

Analytical . . B ti .
na y }ca Supporting evidence oundar‘y or negative Interpretation
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expands practical posts included narration, communicative
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seeking maximum
circulation
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Comments/replies and P13 art content and P11 Contestability is

Authorship interviews questioned text . ..
. stable non-commercial  conditional on genre,
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contestable authorship, commercial . : . .
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scripting or emotional sincerity
o . . . . Technical disclosure Attributional
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interviews, videos,
comments/replies and fieldnotes

Overall
judgement

Note. The test evaluates qualitative convergence and boundary conditions. It does not estimate
audience prevalence, transition probabilities or causal effects, engagement traces are excluded
because follower scale, exposure and promotion were not standardised.

P05 condensed the double bind: 'Every time someone says, you did not write this, right, I have
to reply that I wrote it and that I use AAC. Sometimes I have to make another video just to show the
typing process. It is tiring, but if I do not do it, the comments keep asking.' The public burden is
therefore not simply to speak through technology, but to make the selection and production of that
speech visible when authorship is displaced.

5.7 Linked attribution episodes: evidence for recursion, not a universal sequence

To examine process without converting the corpus into a causal panel, the analysis linked
materials only when a post, comment or reply, creator response and interview or fieldnote clearly
referred to the same bounded episode. PO3 responded to Al-voice suspicion with a process video
showing AAC selection. P06 answered family-authorship suspicion by distinguishing her mother's



physical assistance from her own word selection. PO8 answered commercial-scripting suspicion with
behind-the-scenes evidence of extended AAC writing. P05 repeatedly replied to authorship questions
and sometimes produced typing-process videos. These records support a recurring movement from
external attribution to verification, but they do not establish how frequently that movement occurred
across all posts.

The counter-case is equally important. P13's artistic voice was treated as a creative form, so
mediation did not require repeated proof. P11's audience had become accustomed to a slower voice.
Together, the linked episodes show that creator response feeds back into later disclosure and
presentation decisions, while genre and audience familiarity can interrupt the proof demand
altogether. Supplementary Table G9 presents the bounded episode records and their analytic limits.

6. Discussion

6.1 From visibility to attribution

The empirical story changes the object of accessibility. Conventional questions ask whether a
person can enter, perceive, operate or communicate through a system. Creator platforms add an
attribution problem: communication must circulate, be interpreted and be recognised as the creator's
authored expression. Platform accessibility therefore includes communicative tempo, audience
intelligibility, source attribution and the right to be treated as a competent author of technologically
mediated speech.

6.2 Attributional displacement and recognised authorship

This contribution is distinct from the closest Douyin precedent. Lu and Guo (2026) show how
Deaf creators' visibility and creative autonomy are shaped by hearing-centred platform and
commercial norms. The present study addresses a different communicative and epistemic problem:
nonspeaking creators may become audible while the source of their words, emotions or competence
is reassigned elsewhere. Visibility concerns whether creators enter circulation; attribution concerns
whether circulation still counts as their authored speech. The two processes can interact, but they are
not interchangeable.

6.3 Synthetic-voice labour as temporal and evidentiary transformation

Attributional displacement specifies the mechanism. A message may be selected by a creator,
predicted by a system, corrected by a partner, vocalised by a commercial service and promoted by an
algorithm. Distribution does not dissolve authorship, but it makes source attribution contestable.
Audiences can treat technological or relational support as evidence that the creator neither composed
nor understood the utterance. Recognised authorship answers this problem through meaningful
control: selection, veto, account authority, consent to support, responsibility for publication and the
capacity to explain or refuse changes. This extends distributed agency into a more precise account of
distributed yet accountable authorship. Used analytically, recognised authorship describes how
recognition is organised; it does not prescribe disclosure or public proof as conditions of legitimate
authorship.



Synthetic-voice labour also refines platform-labour scholarship. Its analytical value is not a
catalogue of already named labour forms. It identifies a specific transformation in which hours of
composition, device selection, voice adjustment, caption coordination and bodily synchronisation are
compressed into an apparently effortless vocal object. When that compression hides process, creators
may later be required to reverse it by displaying typing, AAC selection or behind-the-scenes work.
Labour therefore becomes both production work and evidence of authorship.

6.4 Design and governance implications

The findings support four practice principles. Platforms should recognise plural communicative
tempos through multimodal replies, creator-controlled delays and AAC-aware disclosure options that
do not automatically reduce distribution. Commercial intermediaries should use accessible
agreements that specify topic, wording, voice style, posting timing, veto rights and income
distribution. AAC and voice-synthesis designers should support author-controlled provenance and
disclosure while protecting voice data, rather than defining success only through naturalness and
speed. Finally, platforms should not make disabled creators repeatedly prove competence through
public disclosure; governance should place responsibility on systems and intermediaries to make
support relations legible without converting disability into a verification performance.

7. Scope and Limitations

A Douyin-centred study cannot represent all Chinese nonspeaking people, platform users or
AAC practices. Public creators are likely to have more resources, support, confidence or technical
access than people excluded from content production. Recruitment through public profiles may
underrepresent private or small-community communication networks. The sample is heterogeneous
in diagnosis and communication history, which strengthens communication-centred comparison but
limits disorder-specific conclusions.

Engagement metrics are unstable platform traces and were not standardised by follower count,
paid promotion or recommendation exposure. They are therefore excluded from inferential
comparisons. The 423 retained comments/replies were purposively selected for relevance to voice
and authorship; without a complete and stable comment denominator, the study cannot estimate how
common suspicion was. Linked attribution episodes support bounded process interpretation but not a
universal chronology or causal pathway. Interviews may also be shaped by fatigue, partner presence
and the researchers' interpretation of nonstandard written forms. Accessible procedures, participant
review and reflexive documentation reduce but do not eliminate these asymmetries.

The concepts also require calibration. Synthetic-voice labour should not imply that all machine-
mediated speech is burdensome, and attributional displacement should not romanticise unmediated
natural speech as the only authentic form. Many participants valued synthetic voice as an authentic
extension of self, and some audiences accepted it as an ordinary creative persona. The contribution
lies in locating constraint in specific arrangements of attribution, disclosure and decision rights rather
than in technology or disability itself.



8. Conclusion

This article began with a nonspeaking creator who appears on Douyin through a fluent synthetic
voice and an audience that decides where that voice comes from. Following mediated utterances
across composition, formatting, circulation and response shows that synthetic speech is more than a
technical solution. It is a channel, aesthetic, labour process, identity claim, commercial resource, data
object and site of source attribution.

Synthetic-voice labour names the work through which slow, multimodal composition becomes
immediate narration. Attributional displacement explains why the resulting words, feeling or
competence may be reassigned to a device, partner, Al system or commercial intermediary.
Recognised authorship, in turn, depends on meaningful selection, veto, control and accountability
rather than unsupported ideals of solitary production. The analysis therefore reframes authenticity as
accountable selection and embodied authorship rather than vocal naturalness. The task for platforms
is not simply to make synthetic voices sound more natural, but to make mediated authorship socially,
commercially and institutionally count.
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