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The ingredients of Twitch streaming: Affordances of game streams

Abstract

During the last five years, game streaming has developed from a niche market into a 

mainstream activity and the supply of services and technology on offer has exploded. Today, 

some streamers garner audiences larger than big media houses, and services such as the game 

streaming service Twitch host millions of daily active users. While such activity is often 

waived merely as a manifestation of video game culture and an extension of online behaviour 

by adolescents, the phenomenon has begun to generate significant revenue and has managed 

to shift media consumption behaviour from large commercial organisations towards content 

created by private individuals. However, we still have a dearth in our understanding on how 

streamers undertake this activity and what tools they have in their disposal to facilitate 

successful endeavours in streaming. As this is an activity driven by individuals, are these 

individuals using vastly different modalities of communication, or have common trends 

emerged across broadcasters, as they have in traditional media? To build a better 

understanding of this, we utilize the existing understanding of affordance theory, and analyse 

the most popular elements and practices employed by streamers in their video streams and 

profile pages through the investigation of the 100 most popular individual streamers on the 

Twitch platform. The results show new aspects of social commerce that emerges from the 

novel forms of online business models of individual online video streamers.

Keywords: streaming; affordances; playbour; Twitch; games; social media
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Introduction

Contemporary media content producers, in the form of private individuals and small 

collectives, have begun competing for the attention of the audiences of many larger media 

conglomerates (Burling, 2015; Holland, 2016), through the utilization of digital services such 

as social media (Facebook, Instagram & Snapchat) and digital content sharing platforms 

(YouTube & Twitch) (see e.g. Grundberg & Hansegard, 2014). The increasing popularity of 

these content creation practices have been especially evident in video content creation, which 

has been spearheaded by the ease of use of video sharing platforms such as YouTube (Cha, 

Kwak, Rodriguez, Ahn, & Moon, 2007) and Twitch, as well as the incorporation of video as 

an integral part of social media platforms including Facebook and Instagram (Haimson & 

Tang, 2017; Raman, Tyson, & Sastry, 2018).

Video content creation has become an integrated part of everyday life for digital natives 

(Tempelman, 2017), in the form of pre-recorded video sharing through services such as 

YouTube, and live video broadcasting, or live-streaming on services such as Twitch, 

Facebook Live or YouTube Live. The term streaming refers to the larger cultural 

phenomenon of streaming as a form of social live broadcasting on Twitch (Raman et al., 

2018; Törhönen, Sjöblom, & Hamari, 2018), rather than only the technological solutions of 

streaming video and sound data over the internet. Additionally, the content creators on Twitch 

are most commonly referred to as streamers and the content on Twitch is primarily focused 

on gaming and creative endeavours. Although the service is less than ten years old, Twitch 

caters to 15 million unique daily visitors (Twitch, 2017a), and by 2018 its monthly viewership 

figures have reached similar numbers as some of the larger cable TV networks in the US 

(Gilbert, 2018). The infrastructure of Twitch has been designed to foster high engagement 

between the audience and the streamer, and in order to support this type of interactivity and 

connectivity, Twitch allows for great freedom in the utilization of different automated bots 
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(e.g. chat facilitators, analytics, song requests, chat games) and tools (donation tools and 

trackers) in the streams, to further the appeal and communications practices of the streams. 

This study will seek to answer the following research questions: what practices and 

elements do individual Twitch streamers utilize in their streams and what affordances do 

these practices create for the streamers and viewers? by observing one hundred popular 

streams on the social video sharing platform Twitch, and analysing the video content and the 

profile page of the selected streamers. This research will examine these popular practices 

utilized on Twitch streams, by building on existing understanding of affordance theory 

(Gibson, 1979; Majchrzak, Faraj, Kane, & Azad, 2013; Norman, 1988; O’Riordan, Feller, & 

Nagle, 2016; Treem & Leonardi, 2013) and its capabilities to analyse and understand these 

practices. Twitch as a service provides a unique environment for research into affordances, as 

the service itself provides the streamers the technology and tools for streaming, and the 

streamers themselves often augment the stream with their choice of additional elements and 

tools. Not only does this type of media service provide the content creator a way of defining 

their own streaming practices, it also allows for a unique setting to develop social structures 

through the use of these stream specific tools. Therefore, the purpose of this study is to 

examine if certain practices have become de-facto standards among individual streamers, or 

whether the field is fractured into various best practices. Furthermore, the inquiry into how 

these practices are reflected upon the affordances they create, help us explain the social 

structures between streamers and viewers.

Background

Digital media prosumption, live-streaming and Twitch

The changes in our media content consumption and production behaviour have raised 

the importance of the individual as a media content creator almost parallel to the traditional 
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corporate media production companies. This can be seen in the ever declining viewership of 

television (McKay, 2018; Nielsen, 2017) and in the increase in the importance of services 

such as YouTube (McKay, 2018) and Facebook (Joinson, 2008). The ever increasing merger 

of digital media consumption and production activities have broadened our understanding of 

such “prosumption” (Fuchs, 2014; Kotler, 2010; Ritzer, 2015; Ritzer & Jurgenson, 2010) and 

even changed our celebrity culture towards a more decentralized micro-celebrity (Gräve, 

2017; Marwick, 2015a; Senft, 2013) and influencer culture (Abidin, 2016). This has resulted 

in the rapid increase of the popularity of digital content creation activities, especially 

exemplified by the popularity of social video content creation (e.g. streaming).

Social video content is generated by decentralized individuals, and disseminated 

through different commercial video sharing services such as YouTube and Twitch. This 

activity contains complex socio-cultural and socio-economic relationships, and although the 

activity itself is not new, it has been made more accessible and approachable by the 

developments in available technology and services. Social video content can be categorized 

into two types, pre-recorded video content, which is delivered through services such as 

YouTube, and live-broadcasted video content, also known as live-streamed content, delivered 

through streaming services such as Twitch.

Live-streaming or streaming, as a term, can refer to many aspects of digital technology 

and culture, ranging from purely technical data transfer, to the cultural phenomenon of 

streaming (Raman et al., 2018). Twitch is currently the most popular social video streaming 

platform in Europe and the US, providing a service for the cultural, decentralized, activity of 

streaming and catering to hundreds of millions of viewers (Needleman, 2015; Twitch, 2017b). 

Content creators on Twitch are often referred as streamers, and the consumers of content on 

Twitch will be referred to as viewers.
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Twitch, as a service, provides an approachable platform for live-streaming, and 

emphasises the role of the streamer through various tools and services. The system itself 

allows for different levels of engagement and caters to different levels of tenure and 

proficiency of streamers. Twitch offers simple achievement mechanics to engage and activate 

the beginner streamers, but also provides the more advanced streamers tools and monetisation 

mechanics to maintain and further develop their activities (Perez, 2017). 

Twitch offers their streamers a set structure for the stream (Recktenwald, 2017), but 

there are also various optional features and tools that a streamer can use to enhance the appeal 

and effectiveness of their stream. The main service provided by Twitch is the video stream 

itself, but in addition to this, Twitch offers various different features that affect the way a 

streamer and the audience engage with each other on the platform (Gandolfi, 2016; 

Karhulahti, 2016). Social features are offered, such as: the chat window; the ability to follow 

and share a stream or a streamer; revenue features such as the subscribe button (some revenue 

features require the streamer to be a part of the Twitch partner program); and informative 

features such as the profile page, the title of the stream and the name of the game being 

played. 

Twitch as a platform stands out through its innovative approach to monetisation, as it 

also offers the streamers in their partner or affiliate programmes a share of the advertising 

revenue and subscriptions generated by the streamer. Variable sum donations are another 

approach to monetisation, offered to streamers both through third-party services, which 

Twitch does not get a share of, and as so-called cheers, which Twitch does get a revenue 

share of (Fontaine, 2016). By offering streamers direct revenue from their activities, the 

platform is acquiring more and more valuable content to offer their consumers, but also 

incentivizing the content creators to continue their activities (Törhönen et al., 2018). Although 

similar monetisation models have been provided by services such as YouTube before, Twitch 
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has made the prospect of tangible rewards more approachable for streamers through gamified 

elements and achievements. These monetisation systems, provided by Twitch, have made it 

possible for streamers to turn their activities into careers, which has blurred the traditional 

understanding of work and leisure. 

This has enabled the development of a hybrid worker, who has transitioned their leisure 

activity into a professional career through the use of digital services and tools. What was once 

seen as a tool for a user to reflect their creativity, has now transitioned towards professionally 

generated user content (PGUC), particularly visible in the case of Twitch and other social 

video sharing platforms such as YouTube (Kim, 2012). Indeed, many users are undergoing a 

metamorphosis towards a more professional personal brand (Chen, 2013), with prime 

examples being popular YouTube and Twitch personalities PewDiePie (Grundberg & 

Hansegard, 2014) and Ninja (Tassi, 2018). The professionalization of content creation is 

increasingly blurring the lines of play and labour in these “leisure” activities, which feeds into 

the wider structures of the digital economy through the concepts of playbour (Kücklich, 2005; 

Sotamaa, 2010) and digital labour (Bermejo, 2009; Cohen, 2004; Scholz, 2012; Terranova, 

2000). 

Like most developing and trending phenomena, streaming has generated a growing field 

of research and literature, but the scope of the related research is still relatively limited to a 

few broader topics such as technology (Claypool, Farrington, & Muesch, 2016; Li, Salehi, & 

Bayoumi, 2016; Pringle, 2016; Siekkinen, Masala, & Kämäräinen, 2016), media content 

consumption (Hamilton, Garretson, & Kerne, 2014; Sjöblom & Hamari, 2017) and social 

structures (Churchill & Xu, 2016; Khan, 2017; Taylor, 2016). However, with an increasing 

number of streamers emerging on these dedicated streaming services, the focus of research is 

shifting towards the content creators. Current research has addressed the shifting relationship 

between the consumer and the producer of content (prosumer) (Lee & Watkins, 2016), 
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participatory culture (Chau, 2010; Deuze, 2006), and user generated content (Aran, Biel, & 

Gatica-Perez, 2014; Hamilton et al., 2014) in respect to streaming activities. Twitch as a 

service has been examined in previous research, with various studies examining the overall 

ecosystem and technical structure of Twitch (Hamilton et al., 2014; Kaytoue, Silva, & Cerf, 

2012; Pires & Simon, 2015), however the tools and services of Twitch possess a different 

meaning to different users of Twitch (viewers and streamers), which is why it is important to 

evaluate the affordances of these tools through the understanding of the affordances theory.

Affordances

The affordance theory provides a way in which to interpret objects and tools in their 

environment and use. The theory provides various ways in which to examine the way a 

specific tool or object is utilized in different contexts. The term affordance originates from the 

field of visual perception, indicating the possibilities that the environment offers the animal 

operating in said environment (Gibson, 1979), and has since branched out into various 

different directions. A more modern definition sees affordances as “the design aspect of an 

object which suggests how the object should be used” (McGrenere & Ho, 2000, p. 1). 

Contemporary affordance theory also highlights clarity of information and ease of 

undertaking an affordance as two important concepts to understand when studying 

affordances as a framework for design (McGrenere & Ho, 2000).

The term has been reappropriated in the human-computer interaction (HCI) discipline, 

with the meaning of the term simultaneously morphing to one where the perception of the 

individual plays a significant role in being able to identify and interpret affordances (Norman, 

1988). The examination of affordances in the context of HCI also developed the 

understanding of the complex nature of our communicative actions. Gaver (1991) categorised 

affordances of complex actions into two categories, where sequential affordances reflect the 
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changing nature of affordances through interaction, and nested affordances, which describes 

the context of affordances in relation to each other. Our understanding of affordances has 

therefore developed through its utilization in different disciplines of research and the use of 

the theory has also evolved. Some research utilizes the affordances as a static list of uses for 

elements, which do not change according to the need of the user (Bucher & Helmond, 2017; 

Gibson, 1979), whereas others use affordances as a way to analyse the uses an element may 

have in a changing social environment (Bucher & Helmond, 2017; Gaver, 1996; Norman, 

1988; Wellman et al., 2003). 

Affordances in social media research

Through its application to modern communications and technology, the theory has 

begun to further examine and analyse technology and its enabling effect on social and 

communicative actions (Gaver, 1996). This idea of social affordances, has been further 

developed in relation to social media as well as the technology that enables possibilities for 

communication. Social affordances have been defined as “the social structures that take shape 

in association to a given technical structure” (Postigo, 2016, p. 5). These social affordances 

emphasise the importance of the user and their environment, and can only be identified 

through their interaction with the user. In digital communications technology, different 

elements of the service are developed for a specific purpose, but further affordances, through 

functionality, may become associated with said elements through user interaction (Norman, 

1988).

These theoretical lenses to view affordances has been frequently utilized in social media 

research to examine the different types of affordances that form through the use of technology 

and human agency (Bucher & Helmond, 2017; Leonardi, 2011). Social media, for example, 

has been examined in organisational use to reflect four types affordances; Visibility of 
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behaviours and information, persistence of communications and information, the editability 

of the communicative act, and the association formed between individuals, as well as content 

(Treem & Leonardi, 2013). A similar type of study on social media, especially social 

networking sites (SNS), examined another six different types of social affordances related to 

SNS’s (O’Riordan et al., 2016). This study listed profile building, social connectivity, social 

interactivity, content discovery, content sharing and content aggregation as affordances of 

social networking sites such as Facebook. Social media affordances have also been examined 

in relation to communal knowledge sharing in organisations, where four additional 

affordances were identified (Majchrzak et al., 2013). Meta-voicing, where an individual adds 

knowledge to existing content, triggered attending, where an individual gets involved in an 

online activity or conversation through a triggered alert (e.g. notifications), network-informed 

associating, where an individual engages in the online activity aware of its relational and 

content ties (e.g. chats), and generative role-taking, where an individual takes on a 

community managing and sustaining role.

This study will utilize this existing understanding of the affordances of digital and 

social media and apply this knowledge when examining the results of this study.

Methodology

We chose to approach the collection of data in this study as a form of digital 

ethnography (see e.g. Murthy, 2008). The context of Twitch provides an excellent platform 

for ethnographic observations, as all the material observed for this study was publically 

available through Twitch, and no account or similar was needed to view the content. 

The data for this study was gathered through the observation of one hundred different 

streamers on Twitch, between the 28th of April and the 9th of June 2017. The observed 

streamers were selected through a list of the 250 most popular streamers on the Social Blade 
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service (Social Blade, 2017), based on follower count. We chose to limit the data gathering to 

streams that fulfilled the following criteria: 1) the broadcaster was a private individual, 2) the 

stream was in English and 3) the streamer had been active in the past year and the video 

archive was freely available. To ensure that we examined decentralized individuals or groups 

who stream their content, we excluded popular organizational esports broadcasters such as 

Riot and ESL. The second criteria excluded non-English streams in order to fully understand 

the content of each stream that was analysed and avoid misinterpretation in observations. The 

third criteria arose as a result of examining certain streams that limited their video archive 

purely to subscribers, and thus we could not access them, as well as streamers that had not 

been active recently but still had a large number of followers. The details of the data gathered 

can be seen in Table 1. To help understand the content specific context the streamers operate 

in, Table 1 also includes a list of the content streamed, most commonly a specific game (such 

as League of Legends) or genre of stream (such as talk show or IRL).

[Insert Table 1 around here]

Commonly, in analysis of content, it is important that the content studied covers a large 

enough portion of the context studied, or as Barthes states “the corpus must be wide enough 

to give reasonable hope that its elements will saturate a complete system of resemblances and 

differences…” (Barthes, 1964, p. 97). Even though there are millions of streamers on Twitch, 

and thus, one might argue our sample of 100 streamers is not adequate to cover all aspects, we 

argue the opposite. This study purposefully chose to focus on popular streamers, and thus, the 

sample of 100 streamers that was our final sample represented the narrower focus population 

in a meaningful way, for example representing a number of various games and genres. 

Notable about the sample observed is that the majority seem to engage in streaming as an 

activity that is either professional or bordering on professional, based both on pure viewership 

numbers within the sample as well as previous knowledge on the subject that the researchers 
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possess. Most of our sample was also examined to engage in this activity almost daily. 

Among our sample, all streamers had at least 340,000 followers, and the cumulative total 

viewer count was on average 41,329,131 (median 23,369,305).

To study the one hundred streamers, we examined the most recent live-stream 

recordings from the channel specific Twitch archives (90%) or the on-going live-streams 

(10%). As the activity of live-streaming is global and happening on various time-zones, we 

were unable to examine all of the streams live, which is why we chose the most recent 

recording if the streamer was not live at the time of analysis. Each stream was observed for 

approximately 5-15 minutes. Many individual streams were between two and eight hours in 

length, and therefore observing recordings was invaluable for allowing us to jump to different 

parts in the recording, allowing for a much more effective way of finding various sequential 

affordances (Gaver, 1991) such as pop-up graphics. 

This research only considers the additional practices that a streamer can utilize in their 

video stream and personal profile and therefore the basic elements and structures provided by 

Twitch (such as the chat window) will be excluded from this study. Both the video broadcast 

and the page content of the stream, available through the same URL, were analysed. All 

observations were made using desktop or laptop computers, and while the same exact 

information is visible on mobile devices, it is worth noting that while the video content is 

identical, the presentation of the streamer page adheres to slightly different layout standards.

The researchers, through their intimate knowledge of the activity of streaming and the 

Twitch platform, were able to identify commonly recurring practices among streamers, which 

served as the basis for performing the observations of the streams. Both researchers involved 

in the active phase of data collection have several years of experience from game streaming 

and video content creation research, and have been active Twitch viewers for over five years. 

In addition to a background in relevant research, one of the authors has been a professional 
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gamer, and the other has worked in game development for several years, helping to strengthen 

the understanding of gaming culture. 

Results

For the profile page, every individual element was observed and recorded in a 

spreadsheet, with common occurrences grouped across observations of different streamers. 

For the video streams, all elements not explicitly part of the game being played were recorded 

and coded in a similar manner as the profile page elements. Commonly recurring practices 

and elements were identified throughout the observation process and additional, less common, 

elements were listed on a stream by stream basis. The most commonly occurring elements 

and practices, along with a description and the frequency which with they appeared in the 

observations, are presented separately for the video stream (Table 2) and the profile page 

(Table 3). Less commonly occurring elements, ones with less than five observations 

throughout the sample, are listed in Table 4.

[Insert Table 2 around here]

[Insert Table 3 around here]

[Insert Table 4 around here]

Discussion

From the collected data we were able to identify which elements and practices of a 

stream were popular among the examined streamers and how they were utilized in the 

streams. The practical use of the elements is relatively evident, but through the understanding 

of affordances, the following discussion will examine not only the elements and their practical 

use, but also link them to previous discussion and research on affordances and streaming. The 

following discussion will also take into consideration the two-way communicative 
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environment of Twitch, and how it affects the various affordances derived from the elements, 

both for a streamer and a viewer. The discussion will also introduce a new category of 

revenue related affordances, constructed based on the examined elements and their practical 

use. These types of affordances have been examined in the context of social affordances in 

previous research on YouTube (Postigo, 2016), but they have yet to be separately defined as 

such. 

Social affordances of the video stream

Based on our observations, the most popular elements utilized to augment the stream, 

are a webcam overlay of the streamer and their vocalization delivered through a microphone. 

These audiovisual elements generate a two-way communicative environment for the stream 

and enable the streamer to narrate their gameplay to their audience. However, these elements 

can also set a virtual stage for the streamer and afford further profile building through the 

expression of the streamers personality and even self-branding (Senft, 2013). These elements 

may also allow the streamer to positions themselves as a public persona, or a micro-celebrity 

(Marwick, 2015b; Senft, 2013). 

The virtual stage created by the microphone and webcam overlay afford a high level of 

visibility for the behaviours and knowledge of the streamer (Treem & Leonardi, 2013) as well 

as social connectivity and social interactivity for the streamer as well as the viewer 

(O’Riordan et al., 2016). Additionally these practices afford a combination of generative role-

taking with meta-voicing (Majchrzak et al., 2013), which allows the streamer to take a 

leadership role in their stream community, but also allows the streamer to add to the 

knowledge and information shared within the community. Through these practices the 

streamer becomes the opinion leader in the community, which affirms their influence on their 

community and viewers. This influence is evident in the development of influencer culture 

(Abidin & Ots, 2015) and micro-celebrities (Khamis, Ang, & Welling, 2017; Marwick, 
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2015b; Senft, 2013) but also in the controversies and reactions to extreme behaviours related 

to streamers and streaming (Alexander, 2018; Hall, 2014). 

Revenue affordances of the video stream

Through our analysis of the popular practices utilized by Twitch streamers, we were 

able to identify a new category of affordances, revenue affordances, which was divided into 

two subcategories. The category of revenue affordances highlights the practices that afford 

direct revenue in relation to specific behaviours and interactions within the stream. 

The importance of visible and interactive revenue and monetisation techniques in 

content creation has become more relevant in recent years, with the growth of content creator 

culture. Twitch enables the content creator to utilize two main viewer driven monetisation 

services within the stream, subscriptions and donations. In addition to this we observed 

various additional ways that these elements were highlighted and interacted with within the 

streams, as well as additional monetisation instruments such as sponsorship banners. 

Therefore, we categorise the revenue affordances into two subcategories: social revenue and 

commercial revenue, which are described in Table 5.

[Insert Table 5 around here]

A significant practice present in many streams is acknowledging the subscribers and 

donors of the stream. Streaming is a form of content creation that relies very heavily on the 

viewers, due to the real time nature of said media and the importance of community (Sjöblom 

& Hamari, 2017). Thus, it is no great surprise that, as with any type of media, content 

producers want to keep their audience engaged in order to increase the potential for 

generating revenue. 

One such way is through the social revenue affordances related to elements that 

acknowledge and celebrate subscribers and donors, in order to encourage further purchasing 

behaviour in the community through social pressure, togetherness or even competition. In 
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fact, previous research has highlighted the importance of social motivations not only for 

consuming streamed content, but also for choosing to pay for subscriptions (Hilvert-Bruce, 

Neill, Sjöblom, & Hamari, 2018; Sjöblom & Hamari, 2017). Therefore, it is in the interest of 

the content creator to further facilitate the fulfilment of these spectating motivations. 

The acknowledgement of subscribers and donators manifests itself through multiple 

different practices. The first practice that clearly affords social revenue generation, are the 

static listings of latest subscribers, latest donors or top donors. The second, and slightly more 

popular, practice are the dynamic notifications that pop up during the video, commonly 

accompanied by audio, animation or a reaction from the streamer. These notifications provide 

the stream community the ability to applaud new supporters of the stream, a behaviour that is 

commonly witnessed in video streams (Hamilton et al., 2014). An extreme, but interesting, 

example of social revenue affordances of these stream practices is the way competitive 

donating to streamers has become a popular activity among some viewers. During our 

analysis we witnessed a few occasions where two or more spectators engaged in a “donation 

war” (see e.g. KittyPlays, 2016), with one person continually raising the donation of the other 

person, in an effort to end up as the top daily or monthly donor. In some cases, the individuals 

may also be encouraged by the streamer or the chat community, or both. In the light of this 

activity, it can be argued that these notifications and pop-ups are also social in nature and also 

afford triggered attending. 

Our observations also revealed that any elements superimposed on the game graphics 

have the potential to hide critical UI elements of the game being played, and as such, any 

visual elements placed on the video stream should be considered meaningful and important 

for the aims of the streamer. Analysis of the affordances of these elements and practices 

highlights the revenue generation possibilities present in the activity, which is why this 

analysis of affordances brings forth important information not only for the streamer 
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themselves, but also for game designers and commercial entities working with streamers 

through for example sponsorships. 

Social affordances of the personal profile

The standard setup offered by Twitch for streamers features not only the primary video 

stream, but also a personalised profile visible underneath the video stream. As this space is 

freely customizable by the streamer without additional technical tools, it was also where we 

were able to detect most diversity between streamers.

An inherently social element in streaming is the use of social media. Although the use 

of this element within the stream is relatively unpopular, it is the most common element in the 

profile of a streamer and has a significant meaning in the activity of streaming. Social media 

links are promotional in their nature, but within this activity, they also enable further 

community building by affording social connectivity, social interactivity, and further content 

discovery (O’Riordan et al., 2016). The importance of community and community building 

within the streaming culture is significant and emphasised by the content creators themselves, 

as the community feeds the attention economy (Simon, 1971) that utilizes the community and 

audiences as a commodity for commercial gain. Social media also provides a streamer with 

the possibility to further their personal brand (O’Riordan et al., 2016) and create a multi-

channel presence. By promoting social media within their profile, a streamer may be able to 

generate a wider presence and also a more active community that stretches outside the 

confines of merely the Twitch platform. Additionally, the social media outlets can be used to 

generate triggered attending (Majchrzak et al., 2013), by promoting when the streamer starts 

broadcasting, a common practice on Twitter.

From our observations we discovered that, although the primary function of the 

personalised profile should be to provide more information about the streamer, only around 

half of the observed streamers have included an “about me” section in their profile. This type 
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of personal description provides an opportunity for a streamer to become more approachable 

and easier to identify with. A description like this also affords profile building (O’Riordan et 

al., 2016), through which a streamer can enhance the personal brand they convey through 

their video stream and build upon it.  

Although only half of the examined streamers did not include a clear description about 

themselves, it was discovered that over half of the examined streamers have a specification of 

the tools and technology they use to stream. This type of information is often requested by 

viewers and may act as a status indicator for streamers and game enthusiasts, utilised to 

indicate a certain level of expert knowledge and understanding of gaming or streaming. The 

display and mention of particular hardware manufacturers can also be considered an indirect 

sponsorship or advertising effort.

The profile page of a streamer is also used to highlight the structure of the stream 

through elements such as the rules and schedule of the stream. Although our observations 

indicated that these elements are not very popular among streamers, they do afford generative 

role-taking (Majchrzak et al., 2013) for the content creator, where they can generate the 

structure of the stream and their community, as well as triggered attending through the 

utilization of a schedule. Similarly to social media links, we identify that these elements also 

afford community building and community aspects for the content creator 

Although a schedule may restrict the free nature of streaming, it also allows for more 

consistency. A schedule also provides a familiar setting for viewers, familiarised from 

traditional television broadcasting (Smith, Obrist, & Wright, 2013), and may encourage 

habitual consumption of stream content. The rules of a stream provide structure by 

simultaneously limiting and encouraging certain types of behaviour. These rules most often 

regulate the viewer's behaviour in the chat and although they may make the chat more 

comfortable for some viewers, others may prefer a more disruptive style of chat. This seems 
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to also fluctuate based on the game and stream genre (Sjöblom, Törhönen, Hamari, & Macey, 

2017).

Revenue affordances of the personal profile

Elements that afford revenue generation were also prominent and popular elements in 

the personal profile of a streamer. There were clear examples of practices that afforded both 

social revenue and commercial revenue. Indeed, the donation button was commonly the first 

element in the profile page of a streamer. By placing this element in a prominent position as a 

clear call-for-action, it has an increased ability to drive viewer engagement, leading to 

increased revenue for the streamer. Along with the call-for-action, these elements often listed 

benefits for subscription and donation, potentially as a further way to incentivize engagement. 

Some streamers listed the donation obligations they had towards the viewers, as a way of 

expectation management, which also affords role-taking and meta-voicing (Majchrzak et al., 

2013) through interaction. There have been several cases indicating unrealistic expectations of 

viewers regarding the reciprocity of streamers related to donations (D’Anastasio, 2017). 

Interestingly we also observed some streamers deliberately downplaying the aspect of 

donating, stating that the option was there because many viewers had asked for it, thus 

expressing that they are not “money hungry”. Compared to the other forms of social revenue 

affordances discussed previously, these elements and practices were in comparison more 

static, as they did not change as rapidly as the dynamic in-stream elements.

Another popular element of the profile page was sponsorships and advertising of 

external partners, with many streamers having multiple image banners linking to external web 

pages and online stores. These afford direct commercial revenue generation, where the 

content creation aims to directly drive their viewers towards a third-party purchase, which is 

analogous to sponsorship advertising in traditional television broadcasts. A variety of 

industries are represented within the sponsor banners, with the most common being 
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manufacturers of computer hardware and gaming equipment, online gaming related services, 

media services and beverages.

Related to sponsorships, but not entirely equivalent, is the advertisement of 

merchandise related to the content creator. This type of merchandise affords the content 

creator the ability to further their personal brand as a streamer (O’Riordan et al., 2016), but is 

also provided by Twitch as a possible revenue stream (Twitch, 2017c). Although these 

adverts afford direct revenue generation, in this socio-economic context, the revenue 

generation may even be secondary to the content creator, as the element of brand building, 

community involvement and fandom are heavily emphasised in the interaction with this 

element.    

As mentioned in the context of the video stream, acknowledging viewer support appears 

to be an integral part of streaming, and an element that can also be observed in some streamer 

profiles is a list of top donors, a form of high-score list or badges commonly used in 

gamification (Hamari, 2013, 2017; Hamari, Koivisto, & Sarsa, 2014; Morschheuser, Hamari, 

Koivisto, & Maedche, 2017). These lists serve as a way of acknowledging those who have 

given the largest amount of monetary support for the streamer, potentially encouraging others 

to also donate to the streamer, as discussed in relation to the revenue affordances of the 

stream. These affordances, along with subscriber icons, also tie to loyalty marketing where 

top customers and loyal supporters are visually celebrated in order to induce social influence 

(Cialdini, 2001; Festinger, 1954) and social proof (Goldstein, Cialdini, & Griskevicius, 2008).

Practical implications

The results of our study offer many interesting insights into the world of streaming, 

which can be put into good use by both practitioners themselves and managerial staff working 
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in industries related to streaming (such as game development, influencer marketing and 

media).

For streamers themselves, our study offers an excellent overview of the type of 

practices & elements used, that a streamer can use to benchmark their own stream content 

against other successful streamers, and potential figure out areas of improvement. 

Furthermore, identifying less commonly used practices may allow streamers the opportunity 

to stand out from the continuously increasing crowd that is contemporary live-streaming.

For practitioners within the industry of media & communications, the indication that 

individual actors gravitate towards commonly shared practices and elements helps further the 

understanding of contemporary media services where the content creation is driven by the 

users. While not all practices presented here will be applicable in other contexts, these 

practices may still serve as inspiration and a base when designing new services utilizing one-

to-many and many-to-many broadcasting & live video.

For the game design industry in particular, we emphasise the importance of planning the 

UI and screen layout with streaming & video creation in mind. An interface that is already 

cluttered with elements leave next to no space for the expressive creative freedom of 

streamers, thus meaning that any graphical elements superimposed on the game will block out 

critical game elements. Hence, it is worth considering if an adequate amount of space can be 

left for custom elements, and perhaps even integrate some options for these in the game itself.

Finally, for streaming services themselves, it might be advisable to further integrate 

some of these common practices & elements into the service itself. As we can see, 

particularly among popular streamers, certain elements such as the regular schedule could be 

easily implemented into the user interface of the service itself, helping communicate 

important information to viewers. We have noticed that over the past few years, services such 
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as Twitch have continuously focused on improving these basic practices and offer many 

common affordances as part of the base service.

Limitations and future research

When utilizing the affordance theory, it should be noted that affordances are very rarely 

static and they are relational to the both the temporal and the social context as well as the 

environment in which they are utilized and examined (Gaver, 1991). There are also many 

ways in which the affordances theory has been utilizes and debate about the different ways in 

which it should be understood.

This study concentrated on the most popular streams on Twitch and observed a single 

streaming session from a streamer’s archive of content. Therefore, it is not representative of 

all streams and is limited to a single occurrence. As the study did not examine the full content 

of the streams, there may be some elements missing from the observations that are only 

occasionally visible in the streams, and thus a type of sequential affordances. These elements 

were mainly notifications such as the new donation and new subscription pop-ups. 

The study exclusively examined English speaking streams, which may limit it to a 

certain cultural context. The male dominant set of streamers observed in this study also limits 

the female representation in this study. However, it should be noted that streaming as a 

phenomenon, and game streams in particular, is still a relatively male dominant activity 

(Sjöblom & Hamari, 2017). 

The findings of this research open up various different opportunities for future research. 

This research could be expanded by including different research methods, such as interviews 

or surveys with streamers. These methods could further define our findings and also enable us 

to take this research further by examining what specific combinations of affordances are most 

used by popular streamers, as well as investigating motivations and gratifications for use 
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among streamers. This research could also be expanded by redoing the observations on a 

randomised set of streamers, to gain an insight to which affordances an average streamer 

utilises. 

Conclusions

This study investigated how streamers on the Twitch platform construct the structure of 

the content that they produce, through an affordances approach. This investigation was done 

through one hundred observations of the most popular Twitch streamers, by number of 

followers. We identified a number of affordances that Twitch streamers use to enhance their 

streams and provide an experience that is both enticing for viewers and generates revenue for 

the streamer. Affordances were identified separately for the video stream and the profile page 

of the streamer. 

We found that while some elements, including the use of a microphone and webcam 

along with integration of other social media channels, seem to form a ubiquitous base for the 

activity of streaming, there are a number of other very varied affordances that are used 

alongside these. These base affordances, all categorized as social affordances, would support 

previous research indicating that the activity of streaming, from the consumer side, is indeed 

highly based on social interaction (Hamilton et al., 2014; Sjöblom & Hamari, 2017; Sjöblom 

et al., 2017).

Contemporary research among affordances has focused a great deal on the aspect of 

mobility in the modern world (Ranzini & Lutz, 2017; Schrock, 2015). Reflecting upon this, it 

is interesting to see that our results do not indicate any affordances that would be significantly 

different for spectators on a mobile platform compared to watching from a computer. Twitch 

offers a dedicated app on most major mobile platforms, and thus the possibility of watching 
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Twitch on the go is a very real one. Thus, we can state that using Twitch is more of a 

universal experience, not limited to the platform in use, at least from the consumer side.

This study is not only limited to Twitch and video game streaming, but also helps us 

understand the nature of affordances in the modern social media driven world. Indeed, the 

new type of creator focused economies that have appeared around services such as Twitch 

and YouTube are testaments to the need of understanding the interactions going on between 

producers and consumers of the modern internet era. In fact, the affordances that streamers 

facilitate, as uncovered in this study, help us understand these interactions, and also highlight 

the difference a particular element or practice can have for different stakeholder groups. The 

identification of different types of revenue affordances tied to separate revenue streams also 

carries over to other types of content creation and social media outside of Twitch, and 

strengthens our knowledge on influencer and micro-celebrity culture (Senft, 2013).
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Table 1 Data

Variable N Variable  N

Total number of streams 
investigated

179 Gender Female 11

Valid 100  Male 85

Non-English
28  Female and Male 

(streaming as group)
4

Organization as broadcaster
22  

Archive unavailable or non-active 
streamer

29    

Content type League of Legends 24

Player Unknown Battlegrounds 12

Counter-Strike: Global Offensive 10

Several games played 10

Hearthstone 9

FIFA 17 4

Talk show 3

Grand Theft Auto 3

Minecraft 3

H1Z1 2

Overwatch 2

IRL stream 2

Games with one appearance each 16
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Table 2. Observations for video stream elements and practices

Element Description of practical use

Frequency (% 
elements 
present)

Microphone A microphone allows a streamer to add additional voiceover and 
narration to their stream.

100

Webcam A webcam provides an additional video element to the stream. Most 
often a webcam shows the streamer in a setting they have chosen, in 
game streams it is usually the secondary visual on top of the game.

86

Subscriber 
notification

A notification pop-up that is shown on top of the video stream when a 
new subscription comes in. This normally shows a celebratory message, 
along with the name of the subscriber.

45

Donation 
notification

Similar to subscriber notification, commonly shows the name of the 
donor and the amount of the donation.

42

Sponsor banner Sponsor banners are advertisement banners placed on top of the video 
stream. These placements are not set and differ among streamers. Can be 
static or rotating among different sponsors.

39

Latest 
subscriber(s)

Normally a small visual element on the screen that shows the latest 
subscriber's name and optionally how long they subscribed for. 
Placement and visual design of this element is not set, and differs among 
streamers.

36

Top donator A visual element that shows the top donator of the stream overall or for 
the current broadcast.

31

Latest donor(s) Similar visual element to latest subscriber, but shows the latest donation, 
normally the name of the donor and the amount that was donated.

26

Music (non-
game)

Additional music chosen by the streamer. 25

Social media 
banner

These banners advertise social media accounts of the streamer and are 
placed in different locations on top of the video stream depending on the 
streamer.

25
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Table 3. Observations for profile page elements and practices

Element Description of practical use
Frequency (% 

elements present)
Social media links Links for different social media accounts for the streamer 100

Donation link Donation links are placed in the profile of the streamer and allow 
viewers to donate money to the streamer.

89

Sponsor links Sponsorships are visible in the profile of the streamer, where they are 
normally accompanied by a call for action and a direct link to specific 
products or services.

80

Subscription link A visual element that links to the subscription page of the channel. 
Commonly accompanied by descriptions of the benefits users get 
when subscribing.

59

Machine 
specifications

Machine specifications that describe the specific technology and tools 
the streamer uses in their activities.

56

FAQ / about me The FAQ/about me section enables a personalised description of the 
profile.

53

Merchandise link Merchandise links direct the viewer to a merchandise store where they 
can purchase branded merchandise.

35

Rules Rules define the code of conduct of the video stream. These are 
normally defined by the streamer and especially regulate the way 
viewers interact with each other and the streamer in the video stream 
chat.

31

Top donors list Top donor list highlights the highest donations made by viewers. This 
lists the highest accumulated donations made by specific viewers.

24

Schedule The schedule of the streamer, that states when they normally 
broadcast.

17
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Table 4. Additional elements encountered during analysis

Additional Elements in video stream  Additional Elements in profile

Loyal point bot “Why subscribe” section

Twitch status feed Goals

Event promo Achievements

“Now playing” music Contact information

Subscriber info

Subscriber emote images

Medical marijuana ad

Subscriber perks list

List of money raised for charity

PO box address

In-stream virtual currency (e.g. Swiftbucks)

Link to Patreon page of streamer

Designer responsible for graphic design

Link to personal website

Links to charities

Links to music playlists

Links to giveaways & raffles
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Table 5. Revenue affordances

Main category Subcategory Description Example

Revenue 
affordances

Social 
revenue

Monetisation through increased social 
visibility and competitive elements

Top donor lists, pop-up notifications, 
subscription and donation links

 Commercial 
revenue

Monetisation through traditional 
product placement or advertising

Advertising and sponsorships
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 This study identifies practices & elements used by the most popular Twitch streamers
 Results indicate a convergence of various broadcasting practices among practitioners
 Supports previous streaming studies and indicates social affordances as highly important
 Revenue affordances are identified as an important branch of affordances in social media


