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Research Article

Practical Knowledge of Algorithms and Subjectivity
Construction Among a Digitally Marginalized
Group: A Grounded Theory Approach to Elderly
Users’ Media Practices

Yunling REN, Lulu PENG

Abstract

The sociology of knowledge concerning technology has surmounted the
professional and cultural barriers that govern the production and circulation of
technical knowledge. Because algorithm-driven platforms are deeply embedded
in society, this study focused on knowledge construction in algorithmic contexts
to examine the practical aspects of algorithmic knowledge in human-
technology interactions. Specifically, the study explored the relationship
between algorithmic knowledge and everyday mundane media practices among
the elderly in China. The analysis of data collected during in-depth interviews
with 27 elderly users (age > 50 years old) revealed three aspects of the
relationship between the elderly participant’s practical knowledge of algorithms
and media practices: (1) “entertainment” that elucidates how the elderly
participants’ algorithmic ignorance fostered emotional reconnections and
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audacious interactions with new technologies; (2) “imagination” that refers to
their imagining of “what an algorithm is” and their rationalization of the
platform-use motivations and actions; and (3) “earning” that illuminates how
they constantly negotiated the relationship between the behavior of “increasing
income and reducing expenditure” in response to algorithmic recommendations
while earning golden coins by watching ads. The findings regarding the
practical dimension of algorithmic knowledge shed light on the theorization of
elderly users’ media practices and self-interpretation, revealing digitally
marginalized groups’ subjectivity and diverse technology usage.
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