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Abstract

“Twitch” is an online platform that hosts thousands of gaming channels created
by professional, aspiring and casual gamers. On it, live broadcasting of gameplay occurs
while audience members are invited to chat, donate or simply observe the
stream. Affiliation on the platform is a requirement for streamers to acquire subscribers
and access various tools that enhance participatory and sensory experience. In this digital
landscape, higher financial standing and prior streaming experience create strategic
advantages for new content creators. For example, streamers who can afford higher
quality materials will integrate clearer graphics or more appealing sound. In a context
where mere seconds may determine a channel’s success, first impressions and channel
quality are key in ensuring viewership stability. This thesis makes the case that studying
those streamers who are not yet affiliated with the platform provides a window into
systemic inequalities both online and offline. Through ethnographic work, this study will
thus highlight the stories of marginalized streamers who struggle to gain access to a
digital community and have been largely ignored by researchers. Asking how they
manage the process of seeking affiliation and by paying attention to chat feedback, I will
analyze the processes of digital branding, image control and self-marketing, as well as the
maintenance of fraught boundaries between public and private in this fast-paced digital

context.
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Introduction

The Covid-19 pandemic severely impacted the mental health of individuals across
the globe. With the world facing numerous lock-downs, leaving many unemployed,
people sought new means to finance their livelihoods and rising costs of living, as well to
entertain themselves. Social restrictions debilitated overall wellbeing and those seeking
refuge often found relief in internet use, where communication was possible at a distance.
Unlike social applications that provide one-sided commentary such as Facebook or
Instagram, Twitch allows users to interact during live broadcasts. A streamer will create a
channel and host a “stream,” or live video feed, that audience members can engage with
in real time. This application grew in popularity as social needs were able to be met as
either a viewer or broadcaster. Streamers who were able to become ““affiliates,” or
publicly recognized channel hosts by Twitch, were branded as such online and began to
accrue monetary compensation. The prospect of generating income through leisurely
activity was vastly appealing in the midst of an economic crisis and continues to draw the

appeal of individuals today.

While | was not broadcasting gameplay on Twitch during the Covid-19
lockdowns, | was interested in building a gaming computer that would allow me to
stream in the future. | spent several weeks researching high performance, compatible P.C.
components only to realize that the market for gaming and streaming equipment was
highly inflated. A supply demand was specifically placed on graphic processing units

(GPUs), the component responsible for the visuals that feed into a computer monitor. In



2021, PC Magazine wrote that “there’s no clear end in sight for the GPU shortage
currently wreaking havoc in the PC building sphere. Nobody knows when it might cease,
not even Nvidia or AMD,” the companies that develop these goods (Ridley 2021).
“Perhaps the root cause for it all has been the coronavirus, which has undoubtedly
impacted production...Factories halted production early on in 2020 and are largely still
playing catch-up” (Ridley 2021). In addition to inflated pricing, | also came across sellers
engaged in product scalping, or the act of purchasing large amounts of goods in short
supply with intent to resell at a higher price point. | had spent months saving for each of
the necessary components that would make up my brain, or computer, as | was unwilling
to wait an indefinite amount of time for the market to deflate. | noted that even used parts
were being sold far above shelf price. | am happy to say that | am currently writing the
introduction to my thesis on that same P.C. | custom-built over the pandemic. | feel proud
that | was able to accomplish its assembly amid national inflation, although |
acknowledge that not everyone was able to do the same. Photos of the build can be seen

below in Figure 1.

Figure 1

Figure 1. Personal Computer



| have included a photo of my gaming P.C. build. The specs, or components, consist of
the following: (Gaming Case) Pink Frame Apevia Genesis-PK Mid Tower, (CPU) AMD
Ryzen 5 3600X 6-Core 4.4GHz, (CPU Cooler) Aquafusion 120, (GPU) Sapphire Radeon
Nitro+ RX 590 8GB GDDR5, (RAM) Corsair Vengeance RGB Pro 16GB (2x8GB),
(HHD) Seagate BarraCuda 8TB, (Power) Super Flower Leadex 111 ARGB 80+ Gold and
(Motherboard) B450 Tomahawk Max II. Computer fan covers are 3D printed and were
custom designed. | purchased these separately on Etsy and hot glued them on top of the
RGB fans that originally came with my gaming tower.

Fast-forward to late 2022, the market for these items has finally begun to decrease
and return to retail value. PC World remarks that “after months of painful, sky-high
prices, graphics card prices are abruptly plunging. Stock is suddenly in favor of
consumers, now that miners are no longer buying up all the graphics chips” (Yee 2022).
However, while it has become more affordable, of late, to build a gaming computer,
videogames have now risen in price. In January of 2023, IGN released an article Pay
More to Play which states “game price increases are likely here to stay” due to the
escalating costs faced by software companies when creating, marketing and distributing

their games (Valentine 2023).

While Twitch streaming has grown in popularity, with “30 million unique users
[viewing] Twitch streams daily,” it is safe to say that the cost of participating in the
activity has grown (Igbal 2023). Rising videogame prices, alongside my own difficulties
in acquiring proper hardware, have caused me to question the accessibility of the Twitch
affiliate program. Twitch allows users to stream for free but the necessary equipment,
streaming software and games are sold at a price that cater to wealthier individuals. What,
then, are the consequences of financial inequality for new streamers attempting to
complete the Twitch affiliation checklist? How do the standards set for becoming an
affiliate highlight inequality both online and offline? How is social stratification shaped

3



or encouraged by affiliation guidelines? Finally, how are these hierarchical structures

reinforced?

Connection to technological devices and applications have snowballed over the
course of the pandemic and have a complex influence over the shaping of human
behavior. Therefore, | believe that understanding social systems online should also
require an in-depth examination of their influence offline. In this study, I will examine
what Twitch streamers hope to gain from the experience of presenting themselves via
broadcast as well as how their online and offline identities relate. I will engage with the
Twitch affiliation process through qualitative, ethnographical research that involves first-
hand documentation of experiences going through this program. I will also engage in
public observation and autoethnography, reflecting on my own experiences in attempting
to meet affiliation requirements. 1 will analyze how streamers grow their online identities
and communities while shedding light on structural inequalities, performance anxiety,
digital branding and marketing of the self. As current scholarly literature focuses on
professional gamers, or those with a large Twitch following, this study will thus also

provide scholarly representation to those who are just beginning their livestream journey.

Affiliation as Pilgrimage and Corresponding Rites of Passage
In this thesis, | incorporate classical anthropological theory in order to structure
the format of my study. | will break down terminology referring to pilgrimage and rites of
passage. | will then afford these processes my own interpretation in relation to the Twitch

affiliation program.



Anthropologist Victor Turner ([1974] 2018) wrote in Dramas, Fields, and
Metaphors: Symbolic Action in Human Society, that a pilgrimage is a “voluntary rite that
is not independent of structural obligation...[It] is a personal act, following a personal
decision, and [results] in a wide range of significant personal experience” (Turner [1974]
2018, 182 and 198). In this thesis, I show that Twitch affiliation, in these final years of a
once-in-a-century pandemic, is a modern-day pilgrimage that transforms the social role
and status of the streamer upon completion. My interviews with unaffiliated streamers
document personal experiences, evidencing that there are a wide range of circumstances
to take into consideration. | argue that the structural obligations for this pilgrimage are in
fact constituted by offline societal needs, such as the structural need to monetize a
channel in order to create subsidiary income. Gaining followers in order to satiate a need
for socialization is another form of what Turner might have called structural dependency
in an extraordinarily socially isolating moment. Over the course of this journey to reach
affiliate status, specific tasks, or what | frame as initiation rites, must be fulfilled. This

thesis will outline in detail what is entailed during this transformative period.

Ethnographer Arnold Van Gennep (1961) breaks rites of passage down into three
phases: pre-liminal, liminal and post-liminal. The pre-liminal phase, involving separation
from social status, occurs as a streamer separates from their offline identity and creates an
alternate, online persona. In other words, this phase takes place after the creation of a
Twitch channel and before the streaming begins. Pre-liminal rites may include forming
the channel’s branding or aesthetic design. This may take the form of choosing a profile
photo or layout formation on the Twitch profile page. These design choices influence the

overall impression audience members will later have when deciding whether or not to



stay and watch more content. Liminal rites take place when the individual has yet to
acquire a new social status and, in this case, refers to the process of completing tasks
listed on affiliation checklist created by the Twitch platform. Post-liminal rites emerge
during reintegration with society with a new status. These are triggered after affiliation
status is redeemed, elevating the content creator’s social status on the livestream
platform. Post-liminal rites thereby include completing registration and signing the

Affiliate Agreement form.

The next few chapters will be broken down in accordance of these three phases of
rites of passage. In anthropological perspective, liminality, the concept of existing
between “socially established categories..., exists within any social order” (Neumann
2012, 473 and 477). International Studies researcher Iver Neumann (2012) suggests that
under this condition, “we are left...with a Foucauldian insight: any social order
has...marginalized groups. What liminality as a category can do for us, is to focus our
gaze on these groups” (Neumann 2012, 477). I argue that streamers in the Twitch
affiliate program constitute a liminal, marginalized group within a digital culture that

requires scholarly attention.



Chapter I. Pre-Liminal Rites

Motivations: Embarking on a VVoluntary Rite
Pilgrimage is voluntary. Therefore, in this chapter, | will discuss various
motivations for live-streaming as an affiliate and for the range of investments in growing
an online community. | will implement dialogue from various informants as well in order

to provide an emic representation of these goals.

New streamers make up the marginalized, “out-group” on Twitch and are met
with a lack of trust from the audience. As | have observed online and as two subjects
from formal interviews have told me, without Twitch’s stamp of approval labeling the
channel as affiliated, viewers question the legitimacy of the channel host (i.e., gaming
skill level, ability to engage with the audience and entertainment value). Many live-
streamers aspire to increase their social capital and gain the trust of potential viewers
through group affiliation due to their desire for generating income, internet fame and/or

socialization.

Generating Income
In the wake of the pandemic, many people experienced financial loss and
hardship. With many out of work and desperate to make ends meet, people sought out
“side hustles,” or alternative means of generating income. Intrigued by the hefty
donations gifted to charismatic gamers on Twitch, misconceptions rose that streaming
could be used as a quick and easy cash-grab. The numbers of new streamers increased so

dramatically that electronic stores were quickly cleaned out of computer hardware needed



for streaming and gaming. Graphics cards in particular, which are needed for generating
high quality images, were hunted down the moment they hit the shelves and scalped for
astronomical prices. For example, it would not have been uncommon for a card with the

retail value of $700 to be sold upwards of $2000.

Figure 2
(} Posted by u/amgin3 2 years ag; @NQB2REFT2Bo@2HE
97 GPU Scalpers
Y
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Figure 2. GPU Scalping
The following image was posted on Reddit in 2021 and depicts the aggressive market
surrounding computer hardware over the course of the pandemic. Artwork from
Czaykowski, Gregor, 2021, https://loadingartist.com/. Reproduced on Reddit.

“R/Pcmasterrace — GPU Scalpers,”
https://www.reddit.com/r/pcmasterrace/comments/ljqlnd/gpu_scalpers/.

Unaffiliated streamers attempted to mirror professional or sponsored gamers in
the hopes that producing similar content would interest generous numbers of viewers and
result in high donations. However, this strategy backfired. New channels that listed

“Amazon Wishlist’s” and “PayPal donation buttons,” as seen in Figure 3, on their



profiles came across as ingenuine. Many viewers believed that those channels had started
streaming for the wrong reasons as they were not there for the community building or the
love of videogames. Unaffiliated channels became stigmatized, branded as inauthentic
and were prone to harassment by trolls, or viewers attempting to get a rise out of the

streamer through antagonization.

Figure 3

Donations!

TTS with every dono or sub.

Figure 3. Donation Button
This image is hyperlinked to a PayPal account where viewers can donate to the streamer
while leaving an attached message. Underneath, reads “TTS with every dono or sub.”
This means that every time a viewer donates or subscribes, a bot, or downloaded
software, will read the username on live-stream and the attached message from the

viewer who sent the money. This image is from a streaming informant’s profile page on
Twitch. “Twitch,” n.d. https://www.twitch.tv/.

This stigma continues to linger and has influenced the emergence of what
anthropologist’s Salzman and Rice (2004) refer to as a preferential pattern, or a “pattern
of behavior based on rules that a culture prefers, but [is] not obligatory” (Salzman and
Rice 2004, 139). In this case, the preference on the platform is that unaffiliated channels

should not post donation buttons or ask for gifts in their profile page. For instance, in an



interview, one of my informant’s explains “right now I don’t have a donation goal
because I’m not even an affiliate yet. It’s like, if I’'m asking people to donate to me,
“please pay for my new keyboard” or something like that, then I feel like I’'m coming off
as a little... conceited.” A second informant laughed at the prospect of posting these
monetization tools, stating “I’m not that big yet. I feel like it’s kind of greedy to do it
otherwise.” Normative patterns on Twitch validate the act of asking for money only after
the completion of the affiliation program. After transitioning to a higher social status on
the platform, the stigma no longer applies and solicitation becomes acceptable. Users
who are motivated to stream by the prospect of generating income will have gained

enough social status to do so without risk of community backlash (see Figure 4).

Figure 4

SOCIAL

.

I

UNAFFILIATED AFFILIATED

Figure 4. Social Mobility Graph
Social Mobility Graph: This graph was created in accordance to my research which

demonstrates the limited social status afforded to unaffiliated streamers when compared
to affiliated streamers.

Both informants from my formal interviews claim that “monetary gain is certainly

a factor” in their reasoning for becoming an affiliated Twitch streamer. Aside from
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asking for tips, or donations, affiliates can earn revenue from Bits, subscriptions and ads.
| will detail each system for monetizing the platform below. Twitch Bits is a “first-party
donation management system... [that enables] viewers to tip (or “Cheer”) streamers
using a virtual currency” (Partin 2020, 5). A user simply needs to type out “Cheer” in the
chat and the number of Bits that they would like to give away. An animation is triggered
when the channel is tipped, drawing attention to the event and emphasizing the chat

message that is entered alongside the donation (see Figures 4a and 4b).

Cheering Supports Your Streamer!
Select a Cheermote to start your Cheer

How do | cheer?

e o>
L©
D @
QS 4

Figure 4a "

N y
A4 O & #
1 100 1000 5000 10000

Show All Cheermotes

Figure 4b

Figures 4a-4b. Cheermotes/Twitch Bits

Figure’s 4a and 4b are Cheermotes, or forms of Twitch Bits, that can be offered to a
streamer through their stream chat. One Twitch Bit is equivalent to about $0.01 and can
be purchased directly through Twitch. A viewer does not need to have any active channel
subscriptions at the time of a Twitch Bit purchase, however, a viewer will need to be
subscribed to the streamers channel at the time of gifting. These images are from a
streaming informant’s profile page on Twitch. “Twitch,” n.d. https://www.twitch.tv/.
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This system is meant to reinforce positive interactions in the community through
consumer culture. Viewers who participate gain social capital, with their username
emphasized in chat, while the streamer gains economic capital. Social capital is granted
when the person gifting receives public recognition from the stream community, earning
short-lived fame amongst peers while establishing their social role in the stream as an

active contributor.

Channel monetization is also possible through subscriptions which are paid for by
audience members in return for what internet jargon designates as “exclusive benefits.”
These benefits differ based on the tier of the subscription (tier 1, 2 or 3). A subscriber of
any tier level can expect ad-free viewing, meaning the access to the stream is continuous
and will not be interrupted by commercial breaks. In addition, subscribers of any tier will
make use of custom emoticons in the chat and display a sub badge that marks them as a
subscriber. A streamer will be paid 50% of the subscription fee while Twitch holds onto
the rest. At $4.99 a subscription, the streamer keeps about $2.49, which has the potential
to add up fast depending on the number of people who view the channel.

Viewers who do not subscribe will encounter commercial breaks. The streamer
will be paid a flat rate of about $3.50 for every 1000 viewers who watches an ad from
their stream. This, again, emphasizes the importance of attracting people to the channel.

Livestreaming offers varied methods of earning revenue; however, the venture
can become costly to pursue and the road to success is far from easy. For those who can
set long-term goals and look past the time constraints of each task involved in the
affiliation process, this platform may offer an outlet for steady subsidiary income. The

transition to a higher status may also lead to sponsorship from game developers, who
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actively seek popular Twitch streamers in order to promote their new releases. In other

words, the affiliate pilgrimage may open doors for professional gaming.

Internet Fame
As younger generations become more engrossed with the pursuit of becoming so-

called internet celebrities and attribute fame to social media users online, I find myself
questioning the motivations for becoming a media persona. Who is qualified to be famous
has transitioned from Hollywood actors/actresses, singers and models to the everyday
citizen, depending, of course, on the “following” that person can create online. Internet
fame is rooted in the appeal of producing followers that make up what psychologists
Donald Horton and Richard Wohl (1956) refer to in Mass Communication and Para-
Social Interaction: Observations of Intimacy at a Distance as parasocial relationships.
These bonds are “one-sided, nondialectical, controlled by the performer and [are] not
susceptible of mutual development” (Horton and Wohl 1956, 215). Viewers who are
“repeatedly exposed to a media persona...develop a sort of intimacy [and] perceived
friendship...with [them],” comparable to a celebrity and their fanbase (Horton and Wohl
1956) (Chung and Cho 2017, 482). The appeal in forming these connections is that
follower count directly contributes to a high self-esteem, social clout and opens doors for
relationships with other online celebrities. In 2021, Chris Hayes (2021) from The New
Yorker wrote that

the combination of mass fame and mass surveillance increasingly channels

our most basic impulses...into the project of impressing strangers, a

project that cannot, by definition, sate our desires but feels close enough to
real human connection that we...pursue it in ever more compulsive ways.

(Hayes 2021)
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The idea that there are so many young people seeking higher self-esteem from the
validation of strangers on the internet may seem a bit bleak, however, there is a scientific
explanation for this phenomenon. Researchers studying the connection between social
media and chemical reactions in the brain have concluded that “social media [is a]
dopamine loop,” triggering feelings of pleasure while reinforcing addictive tendencies
(Gamze Macit et al. 2018, 889). First, a user will sign into their social media account, in
this case, Twitch. They will perform an action, such as broadcasting gameplay and then
wait for a form of interaction from their viewers (i.e., a comment, follow, subscription or
Twitch Bit donation). After an action takes place, the streamer feels rewarded, causing
the brain to produce larger amounts of Dopamine. Content is continually produced in
anticipation of the reactions that will be driven next.

However, while online attention has the power to stimulate Dopamine in the
brain, child development researchers Lee et al. (2020) assert those who receive
“insufficient positive feedback [online], not explicit targeted rejecting feedback (e.g.,
dislike, exclusion, cyberbullying),” will harbor feelings of rejection (Lee et al. 2020,
2155). Journalist Logan Lane (2023) from the New York Times interviewed teenager
Lulu Garcia-Navarro after she deactivated all of her social media accounts during the
pandemic due to such... side-effects. Lulu states “I could not sleep...I would stay up late
most nights...I was just blatantly unsatisfied with myself...I developed this level of
shame about who I wasn’t.” (Lane 2023). Comparing herself to others online profiles
created a deep-seated dismissal, or emotional rejection, of her worth and identity. Here, |

cannot help but see the parallels to my own research, where small streamers will
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experience anxiety and emotional fatigue when their online identity is unable to secure
the virtual presence that they desire.

The dark side to streaming for the purpose of achieving internet fame is the
disappointment that arises when expectations are not met. One Reddit post titled
“Streaming to Nobody Feels Pointless and Discouraging” reads “I’m a small streamer...
but I’'m having a terrible time... because I can be live for two hours and nobody drops by.
| honestly contemplate giving up because of it” (Reddit 2023). My interviews with small
streamers mirror this attitude. One informant states:

I’'m lucky if I get three viewers. Like four — I’m over the moon...I do
stream pretty consistently and sometimes | get one viewer the whole
stream. But to expect me, to have, you know, three consistent viewers

throughout the full two hours of my stream, right now... it doesn’t really
work.

Communications scholar Alice Marwick (2013) states that “social position
definitely affects...your access to people... your ability to command an audience; and
many other privileges” (Marwick 2013, 78). Today, social position is largely determined
by online social status. Therefore, small streamers who are without a validated social
position, have less access to receiving viewership from the wider community.

Social clout, or one’s “relative status...in a social hierarchy,” is elevated or
lowered depending on the number of people that a user associates with, however,
building relationships with popular users can induce a so-called leap-frog effect, also
referred to as stage-skipping (Jordan et al. 2019, 3477). As Marwick’s research
demonstrates, this is because “[achieving] elite status... requires acceptance from and
connections to those high in the social hierarchy” (Marwick 2013, 91). For example, if a
developing streamer who currently has 100 followers, is invited as a guest onto an

affiliated streamers channel with approximately 200,000 followers, the developing
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streamer is likely to receive an increase to their follower count as a result. The developing
streamer benefits from the exposure and is boosted up the social ladder of this online

universe.

Socialization

Streamers who are motivated to broadcast gameplay for the sake of socialization
are intent on building a community that acts as a safe place for likeminded users to
interact and develop friendships. While streamers who are focused on generating money
or fame are interested in accumulating a high quantity of followers, researchers Hilvert-
Bruce et al. argue that “smaller channels...offer [a more personalized] experience”
(Hilvert-Bruce et al. 2018. 65). With fewer viewers in attendance, there are higher rates
of one-on-one, social interactions. However, a smaller channel does not necessarily refer
to an unaffiliated channel. Sociologist’s Hamilton et al. (2014) report that streamers can
effectively interact with 100-150 audience members at a time through Twitch chat
(Hamilton et al. 2014, 1321). This “sweet spot” of viewers is central to maintaining an

engaged dialogue and fostering community participation.

A channel host will often greet new viewers and attempt to engage them in
conversation. Acknowledging audience members on an individual level provides them
with a sense of appreciation and encourages them to return to the next live show.
“Viewers are attracted to channels where they feel noticed, important and influential”
(Hilvert-Bruce et al. 2018, 59). Just as nomadic populations regularly travel from one
location to another, viewers will click through numerous Twitch channels before settling

down to watch one particular stream. When a viewer is given personal attention, they are
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less likely to migrate. “Regular [viewers will then] take it upon themselves to...[make]
the community attractive to newcomers, [promoting an] ...open acceptance of new

members” (Hamilton et al. 2014, 1318).

Virtual anthropologist Tom Boellstorff (2008) states that “events can be
understood as groups temporarily formed in time and place” (Boellstorff 2008, 183).
Therefore, a Twitch stream is an online event just as their associated community is made
up of “regulars,” or recurring participants. While many channels host these stream events
for the purpose of developing friendships, community building is also attractive to those
who struggle with social anxiety offline, or in real-life (IRL). Psychologist’s Frommel et
al. (2021) suggest that because applications like Twitch combine “games that people
enjoy...[with] the social situation of streaming,” hosting a channel might be an effective
method of what in the field is called exposure therapy. The streamer is engaged in
playing the game while simultaneously experiencing social pressures, such as
performance anxiety (Frommel et al. 2021, 18). Creating a safe space, free from negative
commentary and harassment, allows the streamer to have fun and focus on achieving

goals.

While Frommel et al. assert that those who suffer from social anxiety may benefit
from Twitch streaming, recent events suggest that individuals who have experienced
sexual harassment may also seek comfort socializing at a distance via webcam. Stranger
Things actress, Grace Van Dien, announced her “focus on Twitch [streaming] after
[facing] on-set sexual harassment™ in early May of 2023 (Vulture 2023). Vulture
Magazine quotes the star from one of her latest Twitch streams, exclaiming “How is

streaming better for my mental health? ...I get to stay inside my house and play video
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games and I don’t have my boss asking me to have sex” (Vulture 2023). In this instance,
turning to online broadcasting has provided Grace with a sense of physical safety, as she

is no longer subject to unwanted sexual advances in the workplace.

However, while virtual boundaries keep others at a distance, sexual harassment
through Twitch chat does occur on occasion. Stream events do not always produce a safe
space to interact with others as they are sometimes infiltrated by trolls, “[users]
deliberately acting in bad faith,” who saturate Twitch chat with negative or abusive
commentary (McNeil 2020, 172). Installing a moderator is essential to limiting
aggressive chat behavior on Twitch. Appointed moderators are either Twitch users
assigned to the role by the streamer, or Al generated programs known as “bots,” in
charge of flagging harmful content and banning viewers who are not behaving in a

respectful manner.

In an interview, one of my informants reflects on a time harassment directly

affected their channel:

One time, someone sent me a link asking if I would react to a video. |
didn’t know what I was getting myself into. I reacted to a video that
actually violated the terms of service and so | had to delete the video and |
had to end the stream. There was this one guy who would always be
viewing, like, every day | was streaming and he was like, you should
disable the links in chat and | can moderate the videos people send you.
That’s how I ended up with a moderator.

This streamer was purposefully sent a link that violated Twitch’s terms of service in order
to harm the integrity of the channel. Luckily, a separate viewer witnessed the encounter
and afterwards volunteered to take on the role of channel moderator. This entails the

labor of monitoring conversation.
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Computer developed moderator bots, such as Nightbot, Streamlabs Chatbot,
Moobot, Phantombot, Stay Hydrated Bot, StreamElements Bot and Botismo, appeal to
streamers as they are often free and customizable to meet different needs. For example,
the moderator Nightbot has the capability to conduct giveaways while the moderator
Streamlabs Chatbot is designed to entertain viewers with mini games, among other
commands. Installing a moderator bot to a Twitch channel can therefore provide safety as

well as heighten a channel’s entertainment value.

Luckily, streamers are not forced to choose between either a human moderator or
a computer developed moderator bot. As one reddit user remarks, “both [moderating
styles] should work together... to create a comprehensive team” (Reddit 2023). While
A.l. technology filters chat for foul language, spam and hate speech, humans are “better
able to understand the context of a message and apply a timeout or ban in the most
correct way” (Reddit 2023). Another streamer comments that bots will sometimes
confuse sarcasm or inside jokes with harmful content and reprimand the viewer, whereas
an actual person is able to pick up the nuances of human interaction and the significance
of certain exchanges. New streams participating in the affiliation process will benefit
from the “labor, [and] algorithmic filtering” from each of these practices as potential

community members are deterred from a toxic chat environment (McNeil 2020, 245).

Creation of an Online Persona
The pre-liminal phase of the affiliate pilgrimage involves the creation of an online
persona. For many, this process begins as a streamer identifies their gaming style.

Professional gamers are sponsored by various companies and are paid to play
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videogames as an Esport, or electronic sport. Members of Esports teams are recruited to
play in tournament style matches that take place in real life, often in an arena, with all
players performing in the same location. Competitive gamers play ranked matches which
take place in-game, or exclusively online. A ranked match ascribes status symbols to
each player based on their performance, or number of wins. The ranking system is
capped, meaning all of the highest ranked players will have the same symbol next to their
username. Social gamers are those that have chosen to only play games with their friends

while casual gamers play for fun, without the pressure of performing well.

Figure 5

Would you consider yourself a...

Answered: 70 Skipped: 0

Professional Gamer \

Competitive Gamer \\

Casual Gamer

Social Gamer (prefer
to play with friends
only)

ANSWER CHOICES ~  RESPONSES ~
~ None of the above/l do not play videogames 0.00% a
w Casual Gamer 54.29% 38
~ Soclal Gamer (prefer to play with frisnds only) 21.43% 15
« Competitive Gamer 21.43% 15
~ Professional Gamer 2.86% 2
TOTAL 70

Figure 5. Screening Survey Response: Gaming Identity
While searching for participants to interview, | facilitated a screening survey. Above, |

have captured data from one of my questions that asked the public how they classify their
gaming identity. 38 individuals identified as casual gamers, 15 individuals identified as
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social gamers, 15 individuals identified as competitive gamers and 2 individuals
identified as professional gamers.

After assigning a gaming identity, streamers are better able to market themselves.
A streamer is both the talent and the public relations official of their own channel.
Decisions surrounding the visual appeal of the profile page as well as any personal details
that will be displayed afford the streamer control over their image. Twitch lends their
users the power to edit “profiles...constantly, [leaving content] subject to a user’s
whims” (McNeil 2020, 110). To illustrate this process, | will discuss the process of
channel customization, the boundaries between public and private information as well as
preparations for creating a memorable first impression.

Before any broadcasting begins, streamers customize their channel by creating a
username, display name and drafting a “bio” or short introduction for viewers to read. A
username refers to the title of the channel whereas the display name refers to the
identifier that appears in Twitch chat. Usernames, or channel titles, are used to network
and publicize the stream. Creating one is often the first step of channel development.
Therefore, | asked Reddit users, on the Twitch forum, how they decided on their channel
name. Did they choose an identifier based on personal, past experiences or was the name

meant to cater to their target audience?

This short survey was met with a total of 6k views and 33 responses. After
organizing this data, | found that ultimately, 37% of the channel titles appeared random,
or in reference to a personal interest, 10% referenced a videogame, 17% were adaptations

of a streamers given name and 34% reused usernames from “gamer tags” or social media
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accounts (see Figure 6). Gamer tags are usernames that gamers generate on consoles (i.e.,

Xbox, PlayStation, etc.).

Figure 6

Twitch Channel Titles

Game

Reference

Reused
Gamer
Tag

Socials

Given

Name

Figure 6. Survey Response: Twitch Channel Titles
33 individuals responded to a question on Reddit asking how they chose their Twitch

channel title. 4 of those individuals only left advice or did not answer directly.
The other 29 responses have been categorized accordingly.

The minority of respondents chose to include a videogame reference in their
username. This strategy benefits competitive gamers who wish to target a specific,
potential audience made up of viewers who enjoy watching, or have experience playing,
the game. The downside to this strategy is that streamers may feel genre-restricted, or
pressured to play releases with similar content. For example, one Reddit user states that
his channel title was created in reference to an “easter egg,” or elaborate puzzle with

hard-to-find clues, from Call of Duty (COD) Zombies but no longer has interest in
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playing the game. Advertising himself as a COD, or battle royale player, but instead
streaming horror or story-based content creates brand confusion and distrust from the
audience. An informant elaborates that “there’s risk when you build an audience based on
one type of game or a series of that game. Like, if you only play Halo and then Monday
you want to stream Elden Ring, you take a big risk because that following that you built
might not watch you play that other game.” Thus, the authenticity of a channel is directly

related to the promises built out of self-branding practices.

Those who crafted a Twitch username based on an old gamer tag, or incorporated
their offline identities through a customization of their given name, wish to ascribe new
meaning to a pre-existing connection. However, name availability is limited as two
streamers cannot have the same username. For this reason, people have a hard time
acquiring the same identifier across all social networking sites (SNSs). Those who find
their previous gamer tag taken, or already in use by a different user, may end up changing
their identifiers on other platforms as well in order to maintain one cohesive brand. For
instance, one Reddit user comments that his preferred Twitch channel name was taken
and that he was forced to “rebrand [himself on] just about every current modern platform,
including social media sites [like] Reddit, YT [and] Twitch” in order to ensure that his

“gaming alter ego” maintained an identifier that matched across all social applications.

Finally, the majority of respondents either demonstrated indifference towards
their username, or opted for blending random words that symbolized their interests. One
streamer writes, “I like dragons and I like the color blue. BlueDragon was already taken
so I found an alternative.” References to colors, food items and animals are common yet

come across as unique and humorous, intriguing potential viewers.
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No matter the strategy behind it, name choice is a method of branding that will be
utilized across multiple social networking sites (SNSs) when advertising content and the
self as a performer. Such multiplatform advertising increases the traffic that the channel
will receive which is why streamers often elect to use the same username across social
media applications (i.e., Instagram, Twitter, Discord, etc.). Links to all of the branded
social media accounts will often be listed in the channel’s bio.

The bio, or introduction, is meant to appeal to the channel’s target audience, often
referencing hobbies that the host hopes share with future community members. Each
piece of offered personal information acts as a “sign-vehicle,” which clues the audience
in as to what they should expect (Goffman 1959, 1). Someone who wishes for others to
“think highly of [them]” will attempt to “control the conduct of others, especially their
responsive treatment of them, [by] influencing” the stereotypes that are formed about
their character (Goffman 1959, 4). For example, if a streamer wishes to be perceived as
an experienced gamer they might include slang, or language in their bio, that is
commonly used within game chat or online multiplayer services (i.e., Xbox Live,
PlayStation Plus, etc.).

While presenting personal information can lure community members with similar
interests, setting boundaries between public and private life protects streamers from
gossip and social surveillance. Such boundaries are key measures for ensuring safety
offline. Including identifiers, such as age and location, in the Twitch bio may prove
dangerous once the channel gains a large following. For instance, in 2018 a video
surfaced where a Twitch streamer, Caroline Burt, was filming herself in public while

stepping into an Uber (Maguire, 2018). Halfway through the car ride she realized she was
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not in the Uber that she had paid for, she was in the car of a viewer who had been
watching her stream and tracked her down in real life. Thinking quickly, she captured the
man’s face on her livestream and asked him outright if he was the driver she had been
expecting. He answered “no,” pulled over and let her out of the vehicle, no doubt to avoid
any charges being pressed. Instances like this, where attempted stalking is involved, can
ensue from online fame and the intensity of one-sided parasocial relationships, whereby
an audience member believes they know someone based on their online activities.
Thinking ahead about the future ramifications of shared material is thus an important
consideration for any streamer as “information and communications technologies are
more widespread than electricity, reaching three billion of the world’s seven billion
people” and viewers largely remain anonymous (Zuboff 2019, 4). Anyone could be
watching.

Sharing a physical image is not required, however, all channel’s display a profile
photo that, again, acts as a form of self-advertisement. Streamers who are weary of
revealing their appearance to strangers may instead use an avatar, or animated icon. In an
interview, one of my informants’ comments “Across all platforms and consoles that I
play on, I always use the same gamer picture. It’s a picture of the Joker and that’s kind
of, like, my identifier. If someone was looking for me online, then they would notice
right away that | have a consistent picture.” The selected image will always appear
underneath a thumbnail, or still image, of the streamer’s current live-stream and
contribute to a viewer’s first impression.

According to Forbes magazine, it takes a full “seven seconds to make a first

impression” (Goman 2011). As a content creator on Twitch, it can be challenging to
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determine when those seven seconds begin. Is a viewer’s first impression taking place
while they are scrolling through thumbnails of videos or after they click on the
livestream? If streamers need to account for their thumbnails in those initial seven
seconds, then they may have even less time to earn the viewer over once they decide to
watch the broadcast. Performers are, in return, left carefully crafting the ways in which
they will practice visual communication.

Researchers from Princeton University conclude that within “100 ms...people
[are able to] make a specific trait inference from a stranger’s face” (Willis and Todorov
2006, 596). Such traits may include “trustworthiness, competence, likeability,
aggressiveness and attractiveness” (Willis and Todorov 2006, 594). In other words, one
tenth of a second is all that is needed to create a positive or negative judgement about a
stranger. Taking this data into consideration, it is possible that having no webcam turned
on during a gaming livestream holds an advantage as observers are not able to make snap
judgements of a streamer after viewing their face. Instead, the observer is forced to rely
on other aspects of the channel, such as auditory features or the gameplay itself.
However, those who consume media entertainment may stigmatize a streamer who
chooses to remain hidden. It is possible that the blacked-out screen acts as the face of the
channel and that a potential viewer makes a snap decision associating low economic
status, unattractiveness or inexperience.

| asked a Twitch streamer if they considered streaming with a camera an
advantage. Their response was “yes, I feel more comfortable when I don’t have the
camera on and | also like how the screen looks without one because you get to see more

gameplay instead of, like, a portion of the screen with my face on it but I also know it is
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easier to attract viewers when I have my camera on.” In a separate interview, another
streamer states “if | want to become a personality on Twitch, which I mean, who doesn’t,
then I think I would need a face cam.”

Perhaps just as important as the face of the streamer is the background behind
them. Researchers Ruberg and Lark (2021) conducted a study based on their interests of
streaming backgrounds and sought to uncover the “cultural norms which reflect shared
standards for where streamers should stream and how much of that place they should
show on camera depending on what game they play” (Ruberg and Lark 2021, 688).
Results show that most streamers who play battle royale video games, “which are
regularly among the most-watched games on Twitch, include video footage [showing]
their physical surroundings” while “streams of other AAA video games,” or high-profile
games, generally “include no video footage of themselves (Ruberg and Lark 2021, 689.
While there is no correct format, it is clear that there are varied strategies surrounding
camera location and what is chosen to be shared. Deciding in advance whether or not to
use a camera and where to set up that camera are essential in this pre-liminal phase.

One Reddit user asked the broader community if having a good background
matters while streaming. | have listed a few of the replies below:

More stuff in the background gives viewers something to make their first

comment about. | have used the background as a conversation starter a
few times.

Most sound people will actually tell you that a small space is better for
acoustics. Otherwise, have you tried shelves with (comic)books or
knickknacks/plushies? Anything wall-mountable depending on hobbies
can also be cool.

If you want to make a name for yourself, a clean organized background is

always going to be a benefit. Yes, people care... People are visual
creatures. (Reddit 2023)
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When a streamer turns on their camera, they are not simply sharing their physical
appearance; they are choosing to display their interests, or sign-vehicles, in the
background as well. Material items laid out behind the streamer are often intentionally
placed there, just as one would set up a window display for a store as a way to appeal to a
customer. A viewer might be more inclined to watch a channel that displays images from
their favorite games or shows in the background than a channel with disorganized office
materials or simply a blank wall. Displayed items may prompt people to have
conversations about them in the chat, adding to a multifaceted viewer experience.
“Personal items and game paraphernalia, such as plushies and character cutouts,
[contribute] to the streamer’s performance of identity” (Ruberg and Lark 2021, 689).
Clothing, branding of displayed equipment and even appearances of pets on screen are
methods of informational exchange with audience members. In return for allowing the
public to peer behind-the-scenes and witness more intimate details about themselves,
streamers gain trust and the “[dissolution] of ...barriers, ...such as needless stigma”
(McNeil 2020, 47).

While streamers can influence how their online persona is perceived through both
text and visual construction, viewers “check [the] validity of what is conveyed” through
an examination of what is communicated on stream (Goffman 1959, 6). Therefore, it is in
the streamer’s best interest to maintain honesty with their community members and
construct an identity that reinforces existing character traits.

The pre-liminal phase is made up of what communications specialist Fred Turner
defines as “transcendental planning.” He states “you are you, and you are working in

your self interest because that’s life, and you are also the event, or the thing you are
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working on” (Turner 2006, 90). In other words, self-interests (i.e., generating income,
internet fame, socialization) are pursued through branding, or constituting identifiable
markers, and advertising of a Twitch channel on external social media platforms.
Ocecurring at the same time, is the cultivation of an online identity.
Psychoanalyst Erik Erikson (1993) wrote in his book Childhood and Society that
The patient of today suffers most under the problem of what he should
believe and who he should — or might be or become; while the patient of
early psychoanalysis suffered most under inhibitions which prevented him

from being what and who he thought he knew he was.” (Zuboff 2019, 36)
(Erikson 1993, 279)

Without the pressure from offline societal norms to adhere to a “predefined role or group
identity,” people today have become victims of indecision and struggle to identify the self
(Zuboff 2019, 35). Plagued with existentialism and a lack of socialization over the
pandemic, modern populations seek purpose and community with others. The pre-liminal
phase of the Twitch affiliation pilgrimage encourages users to utilize social media
applications for the purpose of identity construction and personalization, feeding this
human need to belong. Before streaming, pre-liminality ritualizes goal setting and
decision-making that will, overall, prepare Twitch users for liminal challenges. These
challenges, as outlined by the affiliation checklist, will be discussed in the following

chapter.
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Chapter Il. Liminal Rites

Consuming the Consumer

Communications scholar Alice Marwick (2013) traces the birth of “Web 2.0
ideology” to the tech industry in San Francisco at a time when “social technologies
[became viewed as] a precursor to a better, freer society” (Marwick 2013, 22). The
perception that digital, social spaces would become normalized in an attempt to heighten
self-expression “[encouraged] people to compete for social benefits by gaining visibility
and attention” (Marwick 2013, 5). Social applications, including Twitch, were granted
“enormous power and profitability” due to the shift in cultural values that now heavily
surround “self-presentation” and “commercial interest” (Marwick 2013, 5).

While people have become transfixed by their own self-promotion and the
impressions that they leave amongst their peers, many have turned a blind eye to “the
new economic order that claims human experience as free raw material for hidden
commercial practices of extraction, prediction and sales” (Zuboff 2019, vi). Practices
such as posting photos and videos, allowing applications to track GPS locations, as well
as actively “liking” content, supplies “automated machine processes” with information
that allows corporations to “predict human behavioral patterns,” and embark on a new
goal of directly modifying that behavior (Zuboff 2019, 8).

Algorithms are the result of mining data. On social media, they are utilized to
promote consumer goods and exploit “prosumers, [or] consumers who engage in

production...of creative content (uploading photos or texts), unpaid provision of data
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(giving away email addresses, contacts, and consumption habits), and “audience [labor]”
including the symbolic construction of brands” for the purpose of keeping users hooked
to the platform (Pauwels 2015, 3-5). Predictability models gauge who a person is most
likely to talk to on social media through examinations of chat, or messaging logs, as well
as who a person is likely to think about by collecting data that counts the number of times
a person visits another user’s profile page. An algorithm will then promote, or populate,
the content a user is most likely to engage with on a more consistent basis. Therefore,
while people may have the same applications downloaded, the content that they consume
from those applications is highly individualized. The free society imagined at the
forefront of social technology is now held captive to what social psychologist Shoshana
Zuboff (2019) describes as surveillance capitalism.

Twitch is a social media platform that thrives on users marketing themselves and
interacting with others to form parasocial relationships. Viewers learn about streamers
and often begin to glorify them as celebrities with no promise of reciprocating
information about themselves. Alongside gameplay, the on-camera persona becomes a
prosumer, or the content that the audience consumes. Cultural studies specialist Marie-
Christine Pauwels (2015) writes in Digital Labour and Prosumer Capitalism that
“benefits for prosumers may not exist, and when they do, can be more difficult to
quantify than would be the case offline” (Pauwels 2015, 5). | argue, that the benefits do
exist once the prosumer is able to appear on an applications’ algorithm and achieve a
higher online, social status. These benefits are granted by both the platform in use and the
attached virtual community. This chapter will describe these benefits in-depth as well as

the tasks that must be achieved in order to access them.
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Hacking the Twitch Algorithm

Algorithms are designed to detect patterns and are programmed to react to those
patterns based on codes, or orders, from its’ developer. Data analysists Wulf et al.
conducted a study that demonstrated that the Twitch algorithm displays “channels with a
large number of viewers...at the top of the Twitch main page” (Wulf et al. 2020, 8).
Affiliated channels must all have more than 50 followers, which, incidentally, means that
the Twitch algorithm has been coded to promote affiliated channels. This is intentional as
the company profits off of the online traffic brought in by streamers when they view
advertisements or pay subscription fees. New streamers find it difficult to compete for
attention against affiliated streamers as they are less likely to appear at the top of any
search categorized by game or game genre. The affiliate program quite literally draws the
boundaries of social hierarchy as those in power, channels supported by the platform,
continue to be promoted while new channels fight for the chance to establish themselves.

Videogame streamers on Reddit regularly contemplate strategies that new
channels can adopt in order to flourish despite the Twitch algorithm. One user writes “the
[Twitch] algorithm will get you more viewers and followers than having a good
personality, it’s one of the lesser understood things on the platform” (Reddit 2021).
Another comments “The Twitch algorithm vastly favors channels that already have a
large number of viewers... [as] Twitch can only serve targeted ads based on the
streamers’ typical audience... For this reason, it’s imperative to drive traffic from
discoverable platforms like YouTube” (Reddit 2021). While the combination of
livestreaming and multiplatform advertising can be emotionally taxing, this practice is

essential for algorithm promotion and, in turn, the growth of viewership.
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In an interview with an unaffiliated streamer, we discussed marketing tactics to
enhance stream interaction and content reach. This gamer comments,

I have YouTube, Instagram and TikTok. It’s a bit of a funny experience
because on my other socials, | always cut down clips of parts of my
stream, like things I find funny, things my viewers found funny, and those
clips do way better on those platforms than any of my streams I’ve ever
done before... The very means that I’m using to promote my stream are
doing better than my actual stream... I upload the same videos on every
platform just so, like, everyone can see them. On Instagram, one of my
videos got, like, 12,000 views and | was pretty happy about that but, like,
on every other platform it just did alright. It is cumulative though. Say
1,000 people see it but only 60 people like it, then you’ll have one person
who subscribes. Don’t get me wrong, it feels like nothing when that
happens but slowly over time that will build up... On Instagram, I’ve seen
my videos get 24,000 views and you know, for someone who just started
out, I’'m pretty happy about that.

Each application is equipped with its’ own, individually coded algorithm. While
Twitch features content creators based on their profitability, other social media platforms
promote users based on “the timing and frequency of [their] sharing” (Smith 2022).
Entrepreneur Chris Smith writes in The Conversion Code that there are “peak [times] for
posting” as there are “morning people” who engage with social media “when they wake
up... [and] night owls [who] probably [log on] before bed” (Smith 2022). Unaffiliated
streamers who continually post to external platforms at peak intervals are cunningly

bypassing the limitations set forth by Twitch’s computational boundaries.

“Social hierarchies shape how new policies are understood and legitimated,”
therefore it is imperative to evaluate the consequences of the current hierarchy and
explore where there is need for change and development. (Towns 2012, 189). One of my

informants told me

| do feel like [the affiliate program] is stacked against me sometimes just
because some streams have 30,000 viewers at any given time on any given
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day and unaffiliated streamers don’t get the automatic Twitch promotion
like the affiliated streamers do. If Twitch really wanted to support their
up-and-coming potential stars, | wish they would have, maybe, like, a
weekly feature of their top five unaffiliated streams or something like that
to even the playing field.

Frustrated with the biased publicity awarded to affiliates on Twitch, who remain at the
top of the social hierarchy, this unaffiliated streamer encourages the platform to
acknowledge the currently installed methods that promote structural inequality and adjust

accordingly.

Affiliation Checklist: A Pilgrimage for Validation

While the emergence of social media applications began as a means to achieve the
“early digital dream [of] being ‘connected’..., digital connection is now a means to
others’ commercial ends” (Zuboff 2019, 9). Twitch recognizes affiliated channels as
potential for their company to collect economic gains with the platform keeping 50% of
all subscription fees. Twitch then promotes these affiliated channels using their algorithm
so that they show up more often under “recommended streams” on the explore page,
which is the first page to appear after opening the application. A post on the Twitch
website carefully outlines company policies for how a user can join the affiliate program.
They are transparent with these eligibility requirements and are eager to add to their
roster of laborers.

Anthropologist Eric Wolf (1999) remarks in his work Envisioning Power that “to
take part in a ritual, one needs to have a formal script of required acts, ...or written
instructions handed out to an expectant audience” (Wolf 1999, 6). The following

requirements tally the liminal rites that constitute the affiliate pilgrimage:
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Non-partnered broadcasters [must] have: at least 500 total minutes [of]
broadcasts in the last 30 days, at least 7 unique broadcast days in the last
30 days, [meaning streams that take place on different days of the week],
an average of 3 concurrent viewers or more over the last 30 days [and] at
least 50 followers. (Twitch 2023)

Platforms like Twitch have “enabled the development of a hybrid worker,
[someone] who has transitioned their leisure activity into a professional career through
the use of digital services and tools,” engaging in what is otherwise known as playbour
(Sjoblom et al. 2019, 21). The affiliate program is comparable to an unpaid internship,
introducing streaming candidates to playbour experiences and testing their capabilities
before making a written offer to brand their channel with an affiliate checkmark. This
checkmark, or verified badge, holds the key to prosumer benefits (i.e., exclusive perks
such as advanced editing tools and the ability to accumulate subscribers for
monetization).

Media researchers Warfield et al. (2020) assert that

Verification systems matter... Platforms position themselves as impartial
and noninterventionist — simply blank templates for people to fill with

content and communication but increasingly, platforms regard themselves
as public arbiters of cultural value and enact guidelines that are becoming

parameters for how public speech is privately governed. (Warfield et al.
2020, 56)

The formal rite of affiliation, according to Twitch, is founded on meritocracy, a
hierarchical system that organizes parties on the basis of their abilities. How would users
validate each other if this meritocratic system was erased, if there was not an existing
structure telling the public where value should lie? Would anxieties strengthen from a

generation already weakened by indecision and disconnect? Future research would
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benefit from the exploration of these questions as this affiliation program is subject to
change.

| asked two unaffiliated streamers about difficulties they experienced in
attempting each of the four affiliation rites. One participant told me:

| started streaming about two years ago. | thought I could develop a
community quickly but I’m afraid to advertise my channel on other social
media accounts. I’m out here fishing with no bait. | only have six
followers in total right now. When you work a full-time job and you have
to pay rent, broadcasting for 500-minutes in one month seems really hard
to do.

A second participant stated:

Obviously, you need to have 50 followers but the follower goal isn’t my
biggest problem. My biggest problem is the concurrent viewer goal. | do
stream pretty consistently but | can stream and just get one viewer the
whole time and that puts me further away from my goal because Twitch
counts the average viewers over multiple streams. Also, | can get three
viewers when | start streaming or when | end the stream but to expect me
to have three consistent viewers throughout the full two hours of my
stream right now doesn’t really work. The requirements aren’t fair because
if someone doesn’t meet the qualifications for the checklist, I mean, they
don’t necessarily benefit from streaming.

Many full-time employees or parents feel intimidated by the 30-day deadline as Twitch
does not provide accommodations or time extensions for those with existing obligations.
One streamer from the Reddit community writes that the checklist is “fair [but it] doesn’t
feel that way when you don’t have much time to stream [which is] why it took me 2

years” (Reddit 2023).

Communications specialist Joanne McNeil (2020) writes in Lurking: How a
Person Became a User that “it is always easier to blame other people for discomfort than
it is to blame systems, structures and abstract processes like design” (McNeil 131). In

other words, it is easier to claim that a person remains unaffiliated due to their lack of
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hard work, lack of commitment or lack of marketing skills than it is to blame the
verification system for upholding standards that disadvantage certain parties. It is easier
to blame streamers on their lack of experience than it is to blame the algorithm for a
scarcity of viewership. It is easier to blame an individual than it is to condemn an

intangible system, a system that, in this case, quantifies the human experience.

Post-liminal Rites: The Affiliation Agreement and Partnership Options
Once the affiliation checklist has been completed, an agreement between the
streamer and the platform must signed. This ensures that the channel host agrees to the
terms of the program. Tax information, as subscriptions can be written off as

advertisements, and direct deposit for payments are set up at this time as well.

While many streamers are eager to sign the affiliation contract, one Reddit user

details below why he chose to reject the offer:

My issue wasn’t meeting the criteria; it was the affiliate program itself.
Once | had the invite and read the affiliation agreement, | had to decline
the offer, for one technicality that I think IS unfair. In particular, item 2.2.
Live Content Exclusivity. They demand exclusivity to your livestream
during the first 24 hours and “you will not, nor permit or authorize any
third party to, broadcast, stream, distribute, exhibit and otherwise make
available such Live Twitch Content in any manner.” What this means is
that your stream cannot be streamed anywhere else within 24 hours,
whether live in real time or pre-recorded...It can’t be shown or viewed
anywhere else except Twitch until 24 hours have passed...My livestream
[is on] 5 different platforms every Saturday night...blocking it from four
of them...to only stream on Twitch is a ridiculous and unreasonable
demand...It makes no sense for me to lose three quarters of my total
audience just for a few bits and a few bucks in subs, half of which goes to
Twitch anyway...Be careful what you wish for when seeking Twitch
affiliation. (Reddit 2022)

Future research might benefit from investigating whether there are more individuals who

have issues with the current affiliation agreement and where those reasonings lie.
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As of this moment, in 2023, there are 1,820,586 Twitch affiliates, 13,880,877
unaffiliated streamers and 59,275 Twitch partners (Streams Charts 2023). Partnership is
only available to seasoned streamers with large, established followings. New streamers
that complete a required checklist established by the Twitch platform are first able to
graduate to an affiliate status which earns them perks that can help them bring in more
viewers. Twitch affiliates must then complete a separate set of requirements in order to
apply for the chance to become a Twitch partner. These requirements must be achieved in
a 30-day period and include streaming for 25 hours, streaming on 12 different days and

averaging 75 viewers.

Streamers cannot be an affiliate and a partner at the same time, it is an either/or
scenario. Partnership is not guaranteed but, if accepted by the Partner Program, even
more perks become available to the streamer than with completion of the affiliate
program. Both offer compensation plans to monetize a Twitch channel but partners are
able to keep more commission from their subscriptions than an affiliate. Affiliates keep
50% of the money earned from subscriptions while Twitch keeps the other 50%. In
comparison, partners keep “70% of their subscription revenue for the first $100,000
earned. After that, the share will go down to a 50/50 split” (Peters 2022). One Reddit user

comments:

| do wish there was something between affiliate and partner, just to give
[people] something to strive for that’s not totally out of the reach of most

streamers. (Reddit 2022)

Future research may also benefit from conducting an ethnographic study of Twitch
partnerships, focusing on the acceptance rate and experiences in attempting to participate
in the program.

38



This passage demonstrated the pros and cons of the affiliation pilgrimage, the
social hierarchy installed through verification systems as well as partnership goals
affiliates can strive for in a second, separate pilgrimage. The next chapter will dive into
my own autoethnographical experiences streaming on Twitch. There, | test the mechanics

involved in learning a new streaming software and reflect on social outcomes.
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Chapter I11. Autoethnography: Experimenting with Liminality

Autoethnography is a qualitative research method that includes personal
experience alongside participant observation. Anthropologists Sherick Hughes and Julie
Pennington (2017) define this methodology as a “study of the self [that] presents
alternative perspectives” (Hughes and Pennington 2017). By engaging in the act of
streaming, | have become my own research subject. Below | outline my experiences

learning a popular streaming program and attempting to meet the affiliation requirements.

| decided to live-stream videogames on Twitch myself over the course of this
study as | was interested in the prospect of monetization and needed to gain a fresh
understanding of the necessary materials and experience level needed. My first mode of
action was signing up for a Twitch account, naming my channel, uploading a profile
picture and adding a short bio. I will not disclose my channel name but I will share my
introduction: “Thanks for stopping by! I’'m new to streaming and you’re new to my
channel, let’s hangout.” I did not want to display any personal information and chose to
keep the description about myself short and sweet. As for my profile photo, | uploaded an
image of Luna, the cat from the popular 90’s anime Sailor Moon. | did not want to
display my face simply because I did not want to go through the hassle of taking pictures.
| signed up for a Twitter account shortly afterwards, using the same profile photo as my
Twitch channel and linked the social media account in my Twitch bio. | was unfamiliar
with how Twitter worked but I figured that | would learn how to tweet properly and grow

that viewership as time went on. | followed 15 Twitter accounts that focused on
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videogames and then focused the rest of my energy on learning how to use a streaming

software on my P.C.

It took me a long time to navigate OBS streaming software, also known as
StreamLabs, learn how to use it and connect it to my Twitter and Twitch profile but | was
very proud once | managed to set everything up. After launching the application, | was
able to view a tab called “Editor.” The top half of the screen displays the image uploaded
to the Twitch channel during a live-stream. The bottom half of the screen lists the
following widgets, or control functions: Mini Feed, Scenes, Sources and Mixer. To this
day, I have not used the Mini Feed function. However, the other three widgets were
important tools to learn. Initially, I added a “Scene” which I titled “gameplay” and then
added “Sources” such as “videogame”, “microphone”, “camera.” I connected these
sources to the proper devices and proceeded to title them names that |1 would not find
confusing. Finally, the “Mixer” widget displayed a green bar that appeared under the
words “Mic/Aux.” The green bar would move up and down as I spoke after the
microphone was properly connected. After sacrificing a full day trying to set up my

software and connect it to my Twitter and Twitch channel, 1 was almost ready to begin

live-streaming.

As a casual gamer, | enjoy puzzle-style (ex: Limbo), single-player (ex: Elden

Ring) and role-playing games (RPG) (ex: Final Fantasy X).
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Figure 7

Figure 7. Twitch Streaming
Above, I have inserted a still image from one of my first Twitch live-streams. The

videogame being played takes up a majority of the screen, while the webcam feed is
displayed in the bottom right corner. From Twitch. “Twitch,” n.d. https://www.twitch.tv/.

However, | did not want to play anything popular during my first live-stream because |
wanted to use that broadcast as a test to make sure everything worked properly. | was not
interested in having a lot of viewers stop by for this process. | decided to open my Steam
account, a marketplace for videogames on P.C., and purchase a $10-15 game that | had
never heard of before in an attempt to keep channel traffic as light as possible. | chose a
title categorized as a “Visual Novel,” or a digital novel with interactive decision making,
that had O other streamers playing the game. This was easily the best decision I could

have made as my first stream ended up being a total disaster.

Before | even went live, | opened my game and could not get my wireless headset
to connect to my computer. The headset is made up of two pieces: the headphones and
the base. The base plugs directly into a USB outlet while the headset sits on the base to

charge. After opening and updating my headsets “command center,” or associated
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software, | was able to view my battery level. For 30 minutes I had been pressing random
buttons only to realize my battery level was on 1%. Thankfully, 1 own a back-up headset,

which is a much cheaper model, that plugs directly into the AUX port of my computer.

After effectively generating sound through my wired headset, | needed to test my
microphone. Instead of viewing the green bar under the “Mixer” widget in StreamLabs to
determine my voice was being picked up by the equipment, | had the brilliant idea to ask
my significant other, who was one room down the hall, to watch my stream and let me
know if he could hear any audio on my channel once | went live. He agreed and so |

opened my streaming software and hit the giant, green button “Go Live.”

Only, 1 didn’t go live. I was prompted further to generate a stream title, choose a
Twitch category, add “Twitch Tags,” similar to a hashtag, enable Tweet sharing and
afterwards, hit “Confirm & Go Live” once more. I perused the Twitch Tags drop-down
menu and decided to add the following: “First Playthrough,” “Singleplayer” and
“Beginner Players.” I then pressed the Tweet sharing button which is designed to
automatically post the title and link of my live-stream to my associated Twitter account.
Even though | was not interested in viewers at the time, | knew that | had zero followers

who would see the shared link anyways. Finally, | began my stream.

I only have one monitor, which means | was unable to view my camera feed as |
went live. | was only able to view my gameplay. For most of the stream, my face was not
even in the frame, or at least not my entire face. | set my microphone down in front of me
and began by greeting my non-existent audience to which | was met with screaming from

down the hall, “Your mic’ isn’t on!”
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During my first 30 minutes of streaming, my internal, game audio was blaringly
loud and my external audio, or microphone, was muted. | flipped back and forth between
my StreamLabs window and my game window until finally, my voice came through and
my game audio was lowered to a healthy level. | have not messed with those StreamLabs
settings since. However, while my voice was being picked up by the microphone no one
was able to understand me. This is because | was facing the front of my microphone

away from me instead of towards me, deafening the sound.

Once | noticed and resolved the issue with my audio, my chat was hit with spam.
Spamming on Twitch refers to a continuous posting of the same message to numerous
chats and channels. This is often caused by bots, otherwise known as spambots. The
message consisted of an external link and auto-generated text meant to drive new
streamers to use their “promotional services.” A separate viewer watching the stream
wrote “delete that comment, it’s spam” to which I replied “how?”” because I have no idea
how to erase comments. In fact, I still have no idea but I was able to type “/mod” in chat
followed by that viewers username, which promoted them to a moderator on my channel.
Moderators are allowed to filter through comments and delete spam and harmful

commentary.

By the time the spam was deleted, | had been streaming for one hour and 41
minutes. | ended the stream through my StreamLabs software and then opened up my
Twitch channel profile to look at the content | had worked so hard on creating. It was at
this point that | had realized my face camera was not pointing in the direction | would
have preferred. | looked like | was too short to reach the angle that it was pointing at. |

made notes to adjust this before going live a second time around. Later that night, |
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opened an e-mail from Twitch titled “Stream Summary” which listed, in detail, my

average viewers, unique viewers, max viewers, unique chatters and new followers.

Figure 8

Let's help you grow your community!

Connect and interact with viewers, and build a community around your passions.

Good job! O @ 3

€ Your last stream hit a Get 5 people chatting at the
o . Get 50 Followers -
record 7 unique viewers! same time

-— - =

Unique Viewers

See how they found your channel z

Max Viewers

See when your viewers peaked z

Average Viewers

See who we counted across your stream : I

Unique Chatters

Watch this video on chat tips from top Partners z

Figure 8. Stream Summary: Automated Channel Reporting
Twitch e-mails a Stream Summary to live-streamers after each broadcast which includes
an auto-generated summary of statistics related to the affiliation checklist. Here, | have

included photos from my last two stream summaries. From Twitch. “Twitch,” n.d.
https://www.twitch.tv/

| decided to try again the next day. My headset was charged, my audio settings

had been set to default and were effectively working and | had the foresight to use a

45



tablet as my “second monitor” during this stream. | propped my tablet up next to my
monitor with my Twitch channel open so that | could view my broadcast alongside my
gameplay which took over my actual monitor. | streamed the same visual novel, spent
about 50 minutes on the air and received 0 message in my chat. When | ended the
broadcast, | thought back to an interview with one of my informants. This streamer was
incredibly excited to show me a ring light that a family member had purchased for him as
a Christmas present. My own stream was incredibly dark as | had chosen to stream at
night. Any light on my face was due to the lighting from my monitor. | opened my

journal and wrote, “buy a ring light.”

Exasperated from all of my technical difficulties, I turned to the Twitch Reddit
community to seek comfort from other gamers who were venting about their own
mistakes while streaming. Shared sympathies allow streamers to bond and support one

another through a forged system of solidarity.

otakudan88: wait until you stream for an hour with your mic muted lol

WildFyr_: Or the audio cable from your gaming PC to your streaming PC
got disconnected so you were talking to yourself for 3 hours

Neda07: I streamed for a while when it turned out I just hit “start
recording” instead of “start streaming”.

dogsodaa: | once streamed for like 3 or 4 hrs with my mic bass boosted
and no one told me how bad it was. Made for some hilarious clips though

Seikha&9: I’ve streamed muted, I’ve streamed on the wrong OBS scene,

I’ve streamed in the wrong game category for over an hour Every time
I make one of these mistakes | make a post-it note and stick it to my OBS
screen, I now have a checklist that I see every time I go live and don’t
make the same mistake twice :D (Reddit 2022)
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Reading through these Reddit threads validated my experiences as it became clear | was
not alone. Others were experiencing similar situations.

My channel now has an average of 1.53/3 viewers and has acquired 9 followers
over the course of two weeks, which is 18% of the called for follower requirement. |
expect this number to grow as | market myself on external platforms. While I had linked
Twitter to my streaming software and posted a link to the channel every time | went live,
the Twitter account does not have any online traffic and therefore, did not add any unique
viewers. A few of the followers I received were people that | already knew offline. Just as
streamers are able to carry over viewership from other social media platforms, I carried
over viewership from an offline source.

| have no doubt that | can achieve 7 unique broadcast days and 500 minutes of
broadcasting time by the end of the month, even as | work a full-time job. However, | do
understand that people with offline obligations may not have an excess amount of time to
learn and test streaming programs. | also acknowledge the difficulty of stream exposure
as the algorithm inhibits viewership and the extra effort needed to acquire followers.

Building a stream community is no easy feat and if | can attest to anything it is
that learning streaming software, a necessary skill to have before going live, takes a lot of
time and patience. There are multiple streaming applications that are compatible with
Twitch, each with varied features and affordability. | had chosen to utilize a free software
under the impression it would be easy to use and meet all of my needs. Free software also
appeals to streamers with lesser financial means. If | did not have a P.C. and chose to
stream videogames on a console, I’m sure this process would have been a lot more costly,

as a game capture card is required, and would have taken extra steps to learn. | appreciate
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all of the knowledge that goes into mastering streaming programs and the actions that
take place when no audience is present. The following passage will summarize the
benefits, biases and experiences of embarking on the affiliation pilgrimage. It is there that

I will conclude my analysis and offer insight as to where future research should lead.

Conclusion

At a time when the world was locked down and social needs were disrupted,
online applications provided an outlet for contact. Numerous layoffs and uncertainty as to
when the pandemic would come to an end led populations to seek alternative means of
generating income. Just as miners fled to California during the Gold Rush after rumors
spread that many were attaining instant wealth, people flocked to Twitch after observing
videogame streaming as a prosperous hobby for affiliated users. However, unaffiliated
streamers seeking similar success were soon stigmatized. New, smaller streams were
stereotyped as greedy, operating in a public domain with the sole purpose of asking for a
handout. New channels that posted gifting or donation buttons were looked down upon.
Over time, unaffiliated streamers grew disheartened as the more popular channels
continued to grow and prosper while the new channels felt they were working twice as
hard and earning nothing.

Today, unaffiliated streamers that wish to bolster their online social status attempt
to complete the affiliation program, a pilgrimage that requires the completion of four
rites, or tasks, that evaluate the success of a Twitch channel. Those who seek to be
separated from stigma and transform their online social status will attempt to complete
these rites within a 30-day period. However, while these tasks appear straightforward,

many struggle to make their way to completion.
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Affiliation guidelines shape social stratification as new channels are expected to
attain numerous followers and concurrent viewers while the Twitch algorithm is designed
to promote their competition, streams that have already completed the program. With
thousands of channels broadcasting at any one time, capturing the interest of viewers is
near impossible without any exposure. The cultural mindset that anything is possible is
you work hard enough is embedded in the meritocratic system that structures these
affiliation rites. Organizing streamers based on their quantifiable ability suggests that
channels can move up or down according to their work ethic. In reality, the odds are
stacked against them as the platform has installed a bias search engine that advocates
those who are already established.

Furthermore, gaming and streaming equipment is not cheap. Those who can
afford to pay for higher quality equipment are able to display more appealing graphics
and sound. New game releases also require certain specs, or technological components, in
order to run the visuals smoothly. Content that lags, or processes visuals slowly, deters
audience members. Therefore, channels with access to more expensive products are able
to play new releases as they launch, a common strategy to grow viewership.

Aside from wealthier streamers possessing an advantage, the affiliation rites do
not accommodate individuals who have existing offline obligations, such as parenting or
a full-time job. The platform expects streamers to engage in playbour and prosumer
capitalism, marketing their own Twitch channel in addition to producing content. The
workload is comparable to that of an unpaid internship. Those who have previous social
media experience are at an advantage as they are better able to navigate the venture of

multiplatform marketing and brand exposure.
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Finally, unaffiliated channels are prime targets for trolls and spam. Many of these
streamers are learning how to operate Twitch tools for the first time and are unaware how
to employ a moderator, or chat filter. Some channels are under the impression that a
moderator is not necessary until there is a consistent amount of dialogue in stream chat or
a greater number of followers. Unfortunately, that is not the case. My own experiences
reflect a bot application spam posting to my stream chat, claiming I would gain followers
and popularity if I clicked on an external link. An interview with another streamer
demonstrated a similar experience, where a link was shared that led to a breach of
Twitch’s terms of service (TOS). Online users who intentionally create conflict prey on
unaffiliated streamers lack of knowledge or experience.

Those who overcome the structural bias and complete this modern-day pilgrimage
are reintegrated into the top of the social hierarchy. For many, the process takes longer
than 30-days to achieve. There are even streamers who take a few years before crossing
the finish line. Aside from heightened social status, streamers gain the ability to monetize
their channel and are granted access to desirable editing tools.

Post-pandemic, Twitch has renegotiated their compensation plans for affiliates,
taking more of the profits for themselves. A September 2022 press release titled “A
Letter from Twitch President Dan Clancy on Subscription Revenue Shares” relayed the
new earnings agreement for future affiliates, removing a previous 70/30 revenue share
split and adjusting to a 50/50 share split” (Twitch Blog 2022). Only six months after
streamers were able to digest the news, Twitch CEO Emmett Shear announced his
resignation, leaving President Dan Clancy to assume his title (Spangler 2023). It is

unclear whether streamers will emigrate from Twitch to domains like YouTube or Kick

50



in retaliation of the new compensation plan or the promotion of the individual who broke
the news. A virtual diaspora may be on the horizon. For now, future research should
continue to explore liminality online, on all platforms, as the digital landscape is

oversaturated with users attempting to transition their online identity.
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Figures
The following images were created using SurveyMonkey analysis tools and reflect

information gathered from the screening survey created to find participants for this study:

How many followers does your Twitch channel have?

Answered: 68  Skipped: 2
100%
20%
50%
70%
£0%
50%

30%
20%
10%

0%

MNone Less than 50 More than 50
ANSWER CHOICES ~ RESPONSES 7
~ None 1.47% 1
v Lessthan 50 16.18% il
w More than 50 82.35% 56
TOTAL 68

Figure 8a. Screening Survey Response: Amount of Twitch Channel Followers
1 individual responded that they have O followers. That respondent went on to claim that

they do not have a streaming channel. 11 individuals claim to have less than 50 followers
and 56 individuals claim to have more than 50 followers.
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Which is your preferred console for videogames?

Answered: 70 Skipped: 0

Xbox .

PlayStation
Mintendo Switch ‘

Mobile Phone I

Nonefl do not
play videogames

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% T0% 80% 20% 100%

ANSWER CHOICES ¥  RESPONSES 4
- PC 72.86% 51
v Xbox 8.57% 5}
=  PlayStation 11.43% 8
~ Nintendo Switch 4.29% 3
= Mobile Phone 1.43% 1
= None/l do not play videogames 1.43% 1
TOTAL 70

Figure 8b. Screening Survey Response: Preferred Videogame Console
51 individuals responded their preferred console is PC while 6 chose Xbox, 8 chose

Playstation, 3 chose Nintendo Switch, 1 chose Mobile and 1 selected that they do not play
videogames.
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Are you interested in participating in an academic study about
streaming videogames on Twitch?

Answered: 70 Skipped: 0

ND -

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% T0% 80% 80% 100%

ANSWER CHOICES hd

RESPONSES >
v Yes 81.43% 57
v No 18.57% 13
TOTAL

70
Figure 8c. Screening Survey Response: Willingness to Participate

57 individuals responded they would be interested in being a part of an academic study
while 13 responded they were not interested.
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