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Introductory Panel Statement

In June 2023 singer-actress Lady Gaga provoked debate after posting sponsored
content on her Instagram account, partnering with pharmaceutical company Pfizer to
advertise Nurtec ODT, a migraine drug (Nugent, 2023). This follows a recent trend of
high-profile figures and influencers spreading healthcare information and misinformation
on social media. Wellness guru Belle Gibson presents another example, having lied
about treating her (non-existent) cancer through a vegan diet, exercise, and alternative
medicine, thus inspiring followers to treat their cancer through wellness and opt out of
traditional medical cancer treatment (Baker & Rojek, 2019). While social media
platforms have evolved into channels for health promotion, health information
distribution and patient communities (Chretien et al., 2011; Eghtesadi & Florea., 2020;
Hawn, 2009; Gerbaudo, 2022), both these examples highlight how social media has a
real impact on how users engage with health-related debates and conversations
surrounding health and embodied experience.

The link between social media and health is complex, with research typically exploring
how social media shapes our understanding of health and impacts how we intervene on
the body (Lupton, 2014). Notably, recent research considers the roles of wellness and
patient influencers (e.g. Wellman, 2023; Stephanidis, 2023; Sweeney-Romero, 2022;
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O’Neill, 2020), patient activist communities (e.g. Petersen, et al., 2019), and healthcare
influencers and pharmaceutical sponsorships (e.g. Stein, Yao & Aitamurto, 2022; Willis
& Delbaere, 2022; Willis et al., 2023) on shaping health discourse. This panel builds on
this body of literature, by advocating for an interdisciplinary approach to studying the
relationships between social media and health, and emphasising the importance of
considering the impact on users and creators when examining the interplay between
top-down corporate and bottom-up content creator presences on health-related social
media. Employing critical feminist theoretical and methodological approaches, the
papers together argue for greater attention to how emerging technologies and platforms
are becoming crucial industry actors in shaping knowledge about the body, wellness,
and health.

This panel begins with a methodological intervention offered by our first panellist, who
advocates for a feminist situational analytical approach (Clarke, 2003, 2005) to explore
the complex entanglements of bodily health, social media health-related discourses and
content, and the broader dynamics of the healthcare industry. In particular, this first
paper introduces the role of social media in the FemTech — female technology —
industry, showing how social media is a key location for companies to communicate
with their current and prospective users. This first paper sets the stage for the rest of the
panel, by highlighting the need to attend to the relational dynamics between digital
media technologies and elements of the healthcare industry. The following two
presentations draw inspiration from this critical, feminist methodological approach, using
digital ethnographic and qualitative analytical methods to examine the impact of digital
and social media on perceptions, behaviours, and societal norms related to the context
of health and the healthcare industries. Both of the following panellists presents a case
study informed by critical interdisciplinary theories from the fields of science and
technology studies, gender studies, and health/medical humanities, to demonstrate how
social and digital media play a pivotal role in shaping understandings of what is deemed
normative and healthy in relation to our bodies. The second panellist conducts a close
reading of Natural Cycles influencer advertisements to explore how the FemTech
industry uses social media as a tool to advertise health and wellness products and
reframe narratives about contraceptive health. The final presentation transitions from
considering how healthcare practitioners and traditional industry actors engage with
social media, to consider how everyday social media users and content creators are
emerging as key actors in shaping understandings and definitions of ADHD.

These case studies, paired with the methodological offering of the first panellist, shed
light on the various ways in which social media platforms have become crucial sites of
information about wellness and bodily health for both traditional healthcare industry
actors, non-professional users, and content creators. As such, these papers
demonstrate the wide-ranging impact that emerging technologies and social media
platforms have on the healthcare industry, and on wider conceptions of health.
Ultimately, this panel highlights the necessity of adopting critical, feminist
methodological approaches that are sensitive to the nuanced and complex
entanglements of social media discourses, media technologies, socio-political contexts,
broader healthcare industry dynamics, and the body. By drawing together these three
research projects that are situated in three different cultural contexts (Sweden, UK, and
USA) this panel contributes interdisciplinary, global perspectives to the evolving



landscape of digital culture and social media health-related content — highlighting their
influences on reproductive health technologies, influencer marketing, mental health, and
the healthcare industry at large.
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MAPPING FEMTECH: SITUATIONAL ANALYSIS AS THEORY-
METHODS PACKAGE TO EXPLORE REPRODUCTIVE HEALTH,
EMPOWERMENT AND SOCIAL MEDIA

Beatrice Tylstedt
Uppsala University

FemTech — technologies, wearables, and software that address female health and
wellness — have billions of users worldwide. FemTech products for reproductive health
comes primarily in the shape of apps directed at menstrual, fertility, and pregnancy
tracking. Together they offer new digital tools for managing reproductive health while
claiming to empower users. In our work we address the FemTech industry and these
apps in two stages. In the first stage, we use the feminist cartographic approach
Situational Analysis (Clarke, 2003; 2005) to map FemTech and the various
technological, human, nonhuman, discursive, symbolic cultural, and historical elements
that together comprise FemTech. We put forward a series of maps of the FemTech
ecosystem and provide an overview of FemTech that we, as researchers of FemTech,
have been missing in the literature.

In the second stage of our work, we draw on the main discourse revealed during the
mapping: the discourse of empowerment. FemTech apps and products are often
marketed in terms of empowerment (Hendl & Jansky, 2022), and indeed, previous
research has highlighted the potential of FemTech apps in helping users keep track of
their cycles, become pregnant, and getting to know their bodies, as well as in navigating
thoughts, behaviors, and emotions related to the cycle (Epstein et al., 2017; Karlsson,
2019; Fox et al., 2020). However, FemTech has at the same time been heavily criticized
for e.g., lacking privacy (Fox et al., 2019; Mehrnezhad & Almeida, 2021; Paul, 2022),
enforcing normative ideals on users (Lupton, 2015; Fox & Epstein, 2020), and of turning
users into objects of surveillance, discipline, and commodification (Lupton, 2015; 2016;
Ajana 2017; Roetman, 2020; Healy, 2021)-issues that could contradict claims of
empowerment.

We address the notion of empowerment in relation to FemTech using Nicola Gavey’s
(2012) suggestion that we should not focus on questions of whether individuals or their
actions are empowered, but instead engage in political analysis of the “sociocultural
terrain in which individuals are crafting their lives” (p. 719). In discussing empowerment
in relation to girl's sexuality, Gavey suggests to move away from questions of whether
or not individuals and their actions are empowered, to instead look at “cultural
conditions of possibility for girl's sexuality, embodiment and relationships” (Gavey,
2011, p. 719). In our work we do not intend to make a judgement about whether users
are empowered or disempowered by FemTech, but instead apply Gavey’s reasoning to
explore the sociocultural terrain of FemTech, in order to begin to consider FemTech'’s
role in women’s reproductive health. Thus, in our work we aim to explore FemTech and
its role in women'’s reproductive health through the lens of empowerment, and we begin
this exploration with mapping and situating FemTech socially, materially, historically,
discursively, organizationally and institutionally (Clarke, 2003). In doing so, we ask;



What technological, human, nonhuman, discursive, symbolic cultural, and historical
elements comprise FemTech?

To answer this question, we use the theory-methods package Situational Analysis
developed by Adele Clarke in the early 2000s (2003; 2005). Situational Analysis
developed as an extension of Grounded Theory, and in outlining it, Clarke resituates
Grounded Theory around the postmodern turn by implementing postmodern emphasis
on localities, positionalities, situatedness, complexities and fragmentation. Situational
Analysis has the situation being studied as its primary focus. That includes all elements
in the situation, and the relations between those elements. While traditional social
science often talks about the context of the research phenomenon, the basic premise of
Situational Analysis is that the phenomenon and the context are inseparable.

The basis of Situational Analysis is a continuous process of mapping and memo-writing
during the course of the research. The mapping consists of making four kinds of maps:
messy and ordered situational maps, relational maps, social-worlds/arenas maps, and
positional maps. The idea of the maps is to identify all the elements of the research
situation: human, nonhuman, discursive, historical, symbolic cultural, political and other
elements, and the relations between those. Questions to ask when mapping are "Who
and what are in this situation? Who and what matters in this situation? What elements
'make a difference’ in this situation?” (Clarke, 2003, p. 561). This also involves paying
attention to the sites of silence in the data and ask; "What seems present but
unarticulated?” (Clarke, 2003, p. 561). Clarke also suggests that the researcher should
add themselves to the map, in order to acknowledge the embodiment and situatedness
of the researcher, but also because when we do research on a situation, we become
part of it—-we influence it and it influences us (Clarke, Washburn & Friese, 2022).

In our mapping, we use a data set of 35 FemTech newsletters from eight different
sources, 105 social media posts from three prolific FemTech companies, and 2
mapping workshops with FemTech researchers. We use newsletters as they are a key
form of industry communication in FemTech, and social media as this is a key site of
interaction between FemTech app companies and users of the apps. From this data, we
create a series of maps that we put forward as representing the FemTech ecosystem.

For the presentation of our work at AclR2024, we specifically elaborate on the social
media of FemTech. We argue that social media, as a space where girls, women, and
people with uteruses spend time ‘crafting their lives’ both by sharing and consuming
content, ought to be taken seriously as a sociocultural site where understandings of
reproductive health are crafted. We stress that social media is an important, yet
understudied site of research in relation to FemTech, and discuss the potential
contribution of principles from Situational Analysis for studying social media.
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REFRAMING CONTRACEPTIVE HEALTH: HOW THE FEMTECH
INDUSTRY USES INFLUENCER ADVERTISING

Hannah L. Westwood
Coventry University

The use of influencers to promote makeup, skincare and clothing lines across social
media has been well recorded (e.g. Duffy & Hund, 2015; Baker & Rojek, 2020; Hund,
2023; Leaver et al., 2020). However, among more obscure promotions including cars
and vacuum cleaners, a trend of influencers promoting the non-hormonal digital
contraceptive app Natural Cycles has arisen. The role of influencers in promoting health
products and services is a growing area of research that warrants further investigation,
and social media is an understudied site of research in relation to FemTech (Willis &
Delbaere, 2022). Part of the FemTech — or feminine technologies industry — Natural
Cycles is a digital contraceptive app popular among millennial women that is primarily
advertised through social media, especially Instagram and TikTok. It works by asking
users to measure their basal body temperature (BBT) on a daily basis using the Natural
Cycles Bluetooth thermometer. The proprietary algorithm uses this BBT data to
determine when ovulation takes place, thus confirming fertility status. The app presents
this as an output of either red (fertile) or green (not fertile) each day. Natural Cycles also
has a reverse product that assists users who are aiming to conceive.

In this paper, | present the findings of a close reading of Natural Cycles influencer
advertisements on Instagram, taking into account both visual and textual elements of
the posts. | find that the posts feature a narrative that | am terming the ‘contraceptive
journey’, which typically describes the previous use and dislike of hormonal
contraceptives followed by an emphasis on the moment of discovery of Natural Cycles.
This narrative promotes the superiority of non-hormonal contraceptives and aims to
convince the reader to make the change to Natural Cycles. Furthermore, the image
presents a version of the internet figure ‘that girl’, emphasising the relevance of Natural
Cycles to the clean girl aesthetic, and implying that the product fits seamlessly into the
morning routines of this aspirational lifestyle (Sweeney-Romero, 2022). Thus, this paper
contends that Natural Cycles’ use of influencer advertisements upholds specific
expectations of the ideal user and conceals the barriers to accessing the product.

This paper aims to contribute to the growing area of research focused on the role and
ethics of influencers in promoting health products on social media (Willis & Delbaere,
2022). It is important that the role of influencers in advertising medical products such as
contraceptives - that would typically require a consultation with a nurse or doctor - is
studied in a way that takes into account the ethical implications of such advertisements.
The paper blends methods from social media analysis and advertising analysis to
present a comprehensive reading of Natural Cycles Instagram influencer
advertisements that form part of a multi-influencer campaign used by Natural Cycles, in
which a group of select influencers promote the same product over a specific time
period (Leaver et al., 2020, pp.115-127). Specifically, a close reading of the captions
and images of each advertisement is conducted, added to comment analysis to present
an overall inquiry into the discourses surrounding the promotion of these products. The



paper studies several similar advertisements that feature a reality television star-turned-
influencer posing on a bed, holding a Natural Cycles-branded thermometer, with an
accompanying caption (Mecklenburgh, 2021; Attwood, 2021; Power, 2021).

| first present a close reading of the captions, including discussing the main messages
in each, and comparing similarities and differences between them. | show that the
advertisements construct the ‘contraceptive journey’. This is formulated through a
narrative that emphasises previous experience with using one or more hormonal
contraceptive methods, but disliking them, often citing specific negative side effects
(Mecklenburgh, 2021; Attwood, 2021; Power, 2021). The narrative continues by
explaining the switch to Natural Cycles, which is presented as superior to previously
tried methods, forefronting hormone-free discourses. The moment of discovery of
Natural Cycles is particularly emphasised in the captions to spark strong emotion is the
user. This ‘contraceptive journey’ is featured in all of the captions analysed for this
paper, showing the importance and cohesion of this message in Natural Cycles
marketing. In tandem with the caption analysis, a reading of the image of the
advertisement is conducted that focuses on how the product is presented. Featuring
influencers holding their Natural Cycles-branded thermometer, | consider the
signification of the specific influencers chosen to advertise the product (Williamson,
2005). Using visual cues such as the casual, yet made-up aesthetic of the matching
loungewear and styled hair, | contend that the images of the advertisements suggest
that the influencers are ‘that girl’, an internet trend that refers to young and typically slim
white girls who film their morning routines (Sweeney-Romero, 2022). Such routines
often feature getting up early to complete elaborate skincare routines, workouts and
clean eating before the working day begins (Sweeney-Romero, 2022). Synthesising the
analysis of the caption and image, this paper contends that the advertisements imply
that users can complete their own ‘contraceptive journey’ to discover Natural Cycles, a
product that is not only superior to hormonal contraception, but one that is necessary to
become the aspirational, neoliberal figure of ‘that girl’ (Sweeney-Romero, 2022).

This paper also includes a limited comment analysis that allows for a consideration of
whether and how users engage and interact with these specific influencer
advertisements on Instagram. In particular, | find three categories of interaction:
positive, negative and resisting. | focus specifically on the comments that resist the
advertisement, for example asking an influencer what brand of clothing they are
wearing, refusing to engage with what the post is specifically advertising, and instead
treating it as if it were a standard grid post. Following the close reading of the posts and
their comments, the paper critically engages with the main message of the
‘contraceptive journey’ that users must complete in order to become ‘that girl’. The way
the advertisement is constructed implies that the product is suitable and accessible for
everyone, concealing how users may be excluded for reasons including the prohibitive
financial cost, the requirement for regular sleep and regular menstrual cycles or the
intense amount of labour involved to use the app ‘properly’. Furthermore, while Natural
Cycles has regulatory approval as a contraceptive across many parts of the world, the
nature of its advertising conceals the need to make an informed decision about one’s
method of contraception, which may involve a consultation with a doctor or nurse
(National Institute for Health and Care Excellence, 2021).



This research forms part of a larger project investigating the accessibility, equity and
safety of the FemTech - or feminine technologies - industry. This industry broadly
focuses on health solutions for women and non-binary people, with a specific aim to
address areas of women'’s health that have previously been underfunded. The project
uses Natural Cycles as a case study, conducting an in-depth walkthrough of the app
and drawing on social media advertisements (Light et al., 2018). The social media
influencer advertisements contribute to an overall comparison of how the product is
advertised versus how it actually operates for users. It considers the ethical implications
of using influencers to advertise Natural Cycles, and health and medical products more
generally, and how this can conceal important suitability and access barriers to the
product.
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EXPANDING DEFINITIONS OF ADHD AND THE MEDICALIZATION OF
EVERYDAY NEOLIBERAL EXPERIENCES ON INSTAGRAM AND
TIKTOK

Deanna Holroyd
The Ohio State University

Attention-Deficit/Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD) is an increasingly prevalent disorder
(Smith, 2012), with around 10% of American children diagnosed with ADHD (Li et al.,
2023) and around 366 million adults worldwide experiencing symptomatic ADHD (Song
et al., 2021). This rise in diagnoses, and ADHD-related discourse, is mirrored in the
increase in ADHD-related social media content; Instagram has 4.2 million posts with
‘#adhd’, and #ADHDTiktok’ has almost 8 billion views on TikTok. Medical
anthropologists attribute this rise in ADHD discourse to increased medicalization
(Aronowitz, 1998; Castel et al., 1982; Conrad, 2007; lllich, 1974; Smith, 2012; Starr,
1984), arguing that new technological interventions exemplify the commodification and
institutionalisation of the healthcare industry (Gordon, 2013; Sismondo, 2018). Digital
media scholars, on the other hand, either understand online health discourse as sites of
patient activism, that resist the hegemony of healthcare institutions (Conrad et al. 2016;
Epstein and Timmermans, 2021; Gerbaudo, 2022; Parr and Davidson, 2008; Radin,
2006), or are concerned with the prevalence of online health-related mis-/dis-information
(Yeung et al. 2022).

While these perspectives highlight important issues connected to healthcare
institutionalisation, medicalization, and online community formation, they overlook how
media technologies, as persuasive socio-technological actants (Latour, 1996; Fogg,
2003), actively shape knowledge production about health and iliness. Indeed, rather
than dismissing this ADHD-related content as a frivolous trend, | instead understand
these videos as meaningful, cultural products that have important consequences on
socio-cultural phenomena (Ask and Abidin, 2018; Shifman, 2014). With this in mind, my
conference paper asks: 1) how exactly is ADHD presented on social media?; and 2)
what consequences does this online, digital ADHD-related discourse have on broader
understandings of ADHD, the ADHD healthcare industry, and official industry-standard
diagnostic criteria? To answer these research questions, my paper presents the findings
of an 18-month-long digital ethnographic study (Hine, 2015; Pink et al., 2015) on online
ADHD content. My study consisted of exploring ADHD-related short-form video content
on TikTok and Instagram, and conducting a multi-modal analysis (Machin and Mayr,
2023) and critical techno-cultural discourse analysis (Brock, 2018) of the discursive,
memetic, aural, and visual aspects of the videos, paying close attention to the symptoms
that are listed.

The results of this digital ethnographic study show that social media ADHD content
tends to follow one of two formats — 1) educational, myth-busting content, or 2) trending
content. Educational, myth-busting videos tend to be formatted as short, entertaining,
situational skits, aiming to inform viewers about the societal misconceptions and
judgements that neurodivergents must face, as well as the lived experiences and
struggles of the ADHD mind. Although much of this content humorously engages with



the difficulties of having the disorder, these videos also frequently aim to reposition
ADHD, not as a debilitating disorder, but as a neurological ‘superpower’. There are
therefore strong activist undertones to this content insofar as creators aim to both raise
awareness about the disorder, and also reshape popular conceptions of ADHD as
something that can be empowering rather than inherently debilitating.

However, the second type of popular content reoccurring in these social media spaces
is far less concerned with educating viewers and empowering ADHD users, and instead
takes inspiration from trending content and memes across social media platforms, such
as the ‘put a finger down ADHD edition’, ‘nobody has all 5’ trend or ‘POV You have
ADHD’. These videos use these various trending soundbites and editing techniques to
present the content creator’'s embodied experiences of living with ADHD, and often list
supposed symptoms associated with the disorder. Several of the ADHD experiences
that are frequently mentioned include: leaving cupboard doors open; being untidy;
struggling to tune out neighbouring conversations; poor time management; dehydration;
frequent fidgeting; lacking motivation to cook a proper meal; being unable to make a
decision or complete an arduous task; hyperfocus; zoning out; forgetfulness; sitting with
your knee up; misplacing things; caffeine addiction; and having more than 1000 unread
emails.

These ADHD experiences presented in the videos on TikTok and Instagram differ
dramatically from the official symptoms and diagnostic criteria listed in the Diagnostic
and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM) used within the mental healthcare
industry. Rather, these symptoms can be better understood as quotidian lived
experiences of our neoliberal socio-cultural context. As neoliberal critics have argued,
neoliberalism has created a society in which ideologies of meritocracy, expectations of
constant self-improvement, fast-paced daily living, and an increasing focus on the
individual, have become key elements of our everyday reality (Cvetkovich, 2012; Lauren
Berlant, 2011; Gershon, 2011; Harvey, 2005). By connecting these everyday
experiences of our busy, overstimulating, neoliberal reality to ADHD, the common
difficulties that viewers encounter as neoliberal subjects become reconfigured as
medicalized symptoms of a disorder — creating an environment in which almost anyone
can recognize their everyday experiences as symptoms of ADHD.

These two types of social media ADHD-related content therefore demonstrate how
vernacular understandings and definitions of ADHD have expanded beyond official
medical diagnostic criteria, to encompass everyday neoliberal experiences that become
reframed as medical symptoms. By medicalizing everyday experiences as ADHD
symptoms and presenting ADHD as a neurological ‘superpower’, this ADHD social
media content masks the socio-political causes of these experiences and places the
responsibility of managing them onto the individual. At the same time, this content turns
the disorder into an alluring identity marker, as it provides a medical framework through
which to understand neoliberal struggles, and explain people’s inability to meet
neoliberal norms and expectations — “it's not my fault I'm addicted to coffee and have
1000 unread emails, it's because | have ADHD”.

This paper therefore argues that contrary to previous research on online health
discourse, ADHD social media content is not simply a source of advocacy, awareness,



and activism. Rather, the content both medicalizes and glorifies everyday struggles,
presenting them as ADHD symptoms, and consequently expanding vernacular
definitions of what it means to have ADHD in the 21« century. This creates an
environment in which almost anyone can understand themselves to be neuro-divergent,
and ADHD is thus reduced to an online trend and personality trait that ultimately
contributes to the delegitimization of the disorder. As such, this vernacular embodied
ADHD knowledge on TikTok is not only actively changing widespread conceptions of
what ADHD js, but is also challenging official medical definitions of what it means to
have a healthy brain and be neuro-normative. In this way, this ADHD-related short-form
video content on TikTok and Instagram has become a key actor in generating alternative
knowledge regarding mental health that exists external to the traditional American
ADHD healthcare industry.

With this in mind, this paper makes several significant contributions to the fields of
medical humanities, science and technology studies, and qualitative social media
studies. Firstly, it highlights how the socio-political context of neoliberalism impacts what
behaviour becomes medicalized and what can be considered normative and disordered
behaviour. Secondly, the paper illuminates how social media content shapes
understandings of mental health and symptoms of disorders, creating digital spaces
where medical symptomology and diagnostic criteria are in a state of constant flux and
negotiation. And, finally, it demonstrates how the medical knowledge produced by key
institutional actors within the healthcare industry is being challenged, not only by mental
health activists, but also by content creators and influencers whose participation in
online trends medicalizes everyday neoliberal experiences.
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