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Streamer-Interface-Viewer Entanglement 
in Popular Chinese Social Media Apps

An Analysis of the Discursive and Aff ective 
Live-Streaming Chatroom Interfaces

Zhen Ye

Abstract
In China, the live-streaming industry has a distinctive model of cultural production: 
showroom live-streaming. It is often adopted by social media platforms to comple-
ment other social networking activities. Th is study reveals the ways in which social 
media platforms (specifi cally, Douyin and Momo) design their showroom live-
streaming interfaces and aff ordances to normalise and commodify the aff ective 
interactions between female streamers and their male viewers and to establish a 
gendered power relationship. Using the walkthrough method during two stages of 
the apps (entry to live-streaming chatrooms and the everyday use of li ve-streaming 
chatrooms), this study analyses various aff ordances regarding their functional, 
sensory, and cognitive impacts on users. Th is research thereby demonstrates that 
the live-streaming interface design constructs two types of subject positions. Th e 
ideal user is constructed as a heterosexual male, who is empowered through the 
consumption of virtual gifts; in contrast, the interface nudges the female streamers 
to conduct emotional labour and deliver implicitly sexualised performances to 
maintain an aff ective relationship with viewers.
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Introduction

Streaming, by its technical defi nition, refers to “the transmission and retrieval of digital 
content that is stored and processed on a remote server” (Spilker & Colbjørnsen, 2020). 
Live-streaming adds a synchronous dimension to the transmission of audio-visual con-
tent. Th e most well-known live-streaming platform in Western contexts is Twitch, which 
is mainly dedicated to gameplaying (Taylor, 2018). Twitch is recognised as a topic-specifi c 
live-streaming service, diff erent to social live-streaming platforms such as YouNow that 
have a wide range of content generated by users (Meisner & Ledbetter, 2020; Scheibe, 
Fietkiewicz, & Stock, 2016). 

In the Chinese market, live-streaming technology has been adopted in a similar 
manner (Huya and other gaming-specifi c live-streaming platforms can be seen as coun-
terparts of Twitch). However, it also features distinctive business models that are embed-
ded in the socio-cultural conditions of Chinese society. Th e 45th Statistical Report on 
China’s Internet Development Status shows that there were 560 million live-streaming 
users as of March 2020 (CNNIC, 2020). Of these users, 28.7 pct. watched gaming-specifi c 
live-streaming, 29.3 pct. watched e-commerce live-streaming, and 39.5 pct. watched 
entertainment live-streaming. Th e entertainment sector of China’s live-streaming industry 
is known as showroom live-streaming (xiuchang zhibo), and it features content ranging 
from singing and dancing to everyday-life activities such as chatting and eating. In this 
sector, content producers are mostly young women, while the viewers are predominantly 
men. It has grown into a lucrative entertainment sector currently worth around 16.3 
billion U.S. dollars, according to Th omala (2020). Showroom live-streaming content is 
normally created and circulated on social media platforms to complement other forms 
of social networking services; it does not typically have a specifi c platform devoted to 
all forms of showroom live-streaming. In other words, the business model of showroom 
live-streaming is based on the infrastructure of social media platforms and integrated into 
what Craig and Cunningham (2019) term “social media entertainment” (SME), playing a 
supplementary but crucial role to other social networking activities. Th is research focuses 
on two of the leading social media platforms that contain showroom live-streaming con-
tent – Douyin and Momo – to explore the showroom live-streaming interface design and 
its relationship to user engagement. 

Douyin was launched in China in 2016 and entered the global market under the name 
of TikTok in 2017. Owned by ByteDance, both apps are used to browse and share short 
video clips ranging from 15 seconds to a few minutes. Th e videos contain diverse content 
such as people singing, performing magic tricks, and playing with pets. However, the two 
apps exist in radically diff erent markets: While TikTok became popular amongst an inter-
national user base after acquiring Musical.ly, a music lip-synching short video platform, 
Douyin is rooted in China’s local social media ecosystem and the infl uencer culture (Kaye, 
Chen, & Zeng, 2020). Douyin introduced the live-streaming function and started to incor-
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porate it with e-commerce in 2018, enabling content creators to profi t from advertising 
and followers’ direct donations of virtual gifts. 

Compared to Douyin, Momo has a longer history of participating in the live-streaming 
industry. Originally built in 2011, it started as a geolocation-based dating and social 
networking platform. Momo included a live-streaming function into its service in 2015. 
Th e combination of social networking and live-streaming has become key to Momo’s 
success in China’s live-streaming industry, helping the platform to have reached 108 
million monthly active users, according to China Internet Watch (2020). Moreover, the 
live-streaming function has become Momo’s core growth engine: Momo’s live-streaming 
revenue accounted for 79 pct. of its income in 2016, nearly tripled in 2017, rose 41 pct. in 
2018, and grew another 15 pct. in 2019 (Sun, 2020). It is worth noting that Momo’s suc-
cess, especially in the sector of showroom live-streaming, is highly dependent on its gen-
dered labour force – according to the 2018 annual report published by Momo, women 
constituted 78.8 pct. of the workforce, while over 60 pct. of the viewers were men. Momo 
currently aims to increase the visibility of its female streamers in the offl  ine world by host-
ing concerts or fan conventions for them and cultivating them as well-rounded profes-
sional talents for the television and fi lm industry.

Although these two platforms have diff erent core business models, the technical 
structure and the interface design of their live-streaming sections are extremely similar. 
Prior research has primarily focused on the technical structures and the monetisation 
mechanisms of China’s live-streaming industry. For instance, Zou (2018) analysed several 
technical features (including gift donation and ranking) to articulate how the live-stream-
ing industry capitalises on users’ aff ective engagement and creates a constant process 
of value production. Following the same line of argument, Zhang et al. (2019) examined 
the virtual gifting function, through which viewers use the in-app currency to purchase 
virtual gifts on platforms and donate them to streamers in live-streaming chatrooms. Col-
lectively, they unveiled how live-streaming platforms’ infrastructure and algorithms nudge 
content monetisation. Th eir research provides useful insights into how content produc-
tion in live-streaming has become a profi t-driven practice in the digital economy. 

However, discussion of the live-streaming users’ cognitive, emotional, and bodily expe-
riences, elicited by their engagement with the interfaces, has been neglected in existing 
research. Th us, this study aims to draw attention to the interface design of showroom 
live-streaming and how streamer-interface-viewer entanglement is produced. Th e study 
seeks to answer the following research questions: How does the interface shape and nor-
malise certain types of aff ective engagement between streamers and viewers? Addition-
ally, how does the interface aff ord diff erent subject positions? 

Data for examining the interface and aff ordances in this research result from conduct-
ing the walkthrough method (Light, Burgess, & Duguay, 2016) and netnographic obser-
vation on Douyin and Momo. Using step-to-step observation and documentation of 
these two apps, this study examines showroom live-streaming interfaces and aff ordances 
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during two stages: entry to live-streaming chatrooms and the everyday use of live-stream-
ing chatrooms. Th e aff ordances – real-time comments, virtual gifting, competitions (pk), 
and subscription – are examined using Stanfi ll’s (2014) framework of discursive interface 
analysis, which surveys the functional, sensory, and cognitive impacts on users. Th e analy-
sis reveals how aff ordances are incorporated into the showroom live-streaming interfaces. 
Th is study argues that the interface design normalises certain aff ective interactions and 
creates a gendered power relationship between female streamers and their male viewers. 
Th e gendered and implicitly sexualised overtones of the design of showroom live-stream-
ing interfaces can infl uence the subjectivities of the streamers and the viewers.

Why Does the Interface Matter?

Th e term interface originates in the fi eld of Human-Computer Interaction; when con-
sidering the interface, researchers in media studies focus on the confi guration of human 
activities and the screen-based and device-driven aff ordances (Drucker, 2011). Aff ordance 
– a concept developed by Gibson (1979), a cognitive and ecological psychologist – is 
what the environment off ers, provides or furnishes to animals and human agents. Aff or-
dance is a relational concept: It is grounded within an object’s material form, but it is also 
recognised and realised through an agent’s identifi cation and sense-making (Scarlett & 
Zeilinger, 2019). As it concerns both humans’ subjective experiences and the material and 
the mediated environment, this conceptualisation of aff ordances resonates with what 
Galloway (2012) describes as “the interface eff ect”. Galloway asserts that the computer 
or the machine is an ethic because “it is premised on the notion that objects are subject 
to defi nition and manipulation according to a set of principles for action” (2012, p. 23). 
Accordingly, the interface comes in as an eff ect: a process of active mediation between 
the self and the world. 

Unlike Gibson’s conceptualisation of aff ordance, which emphasises interactions and 
relationality, Norman (1999) adapted this term in the fi eld of design and proposed an 
object-centric and user-centred perspective. He regards the aff ordance as something with 
which a designer imbues an object in order to guide and channel (some might say to con-
trol and limit) that which a user perceives as the object’s uses and function and, conse-
quently, the uses which a user can imagine to be possible (Scarlett & Zeilinger, 2019, p. 11). 
Norman’s account of aff ordance as “by design” has been widely applied to digital artefacts 
and environments and has triggered discussion around the production and use of tech-
nologies, particularly regarding the power relationship between designers and users. 

Regarding the power of the interface, instead of observing what is controlled and 
limited, Stanfi ll (2014) proposes a productive power approach. Her approach applies Fou-
cault’s idea of “normativity” to examine what is possible on websites and how technologi-
cal features construct norms of use. To Stanfi ll, the website interface is an environment 
that aff ords a sequence of interactions, grounded in various aff ordances that infl uence 
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the sense-making of users. In other words, similar to the material environment that 
people inhabit, the interface is a mediated environment that channels people’s actions 
in certain directions and helps establish social behavioural norms. Like Stanfi ll, yet with a 
greater focus on users, Nagy and Neff  (2015) argue that what people imagine a commu-
nication technology is for shapes how they approach the technology and what actions 
they think are suggested. Th ey propose the concept of imagined aff ordances to describe a 
mediated, material, and aff ective process that is commonly shaped by users’ social experi-
ences and expectations, the functionality of technologies, and the intentions of designers. 
Importantly, Nagy and Neff ’s concept focuses both on the materiality of communication 
technologies and the aff ective states of users. According to them, imagined aff ordances 
necessitate an investigation of users’ imaginations, perceptions, and unconscious emo-
tional experiences, or say aff ect, towards technologies.

Following their reasoning, this study fi rstly recognises the interface as a mediated 
environment where users, as social and cultural beings, consciously make sense of what 
they interact with. Secondly, the interface is an aff ective environment that hosts interac-
tions between human and technical features, generating unconscious emotions. Th ese 
emotional experiences may infl uence users’ physical bodies. In her research on reality 
television, Kavka (2014, p. 462) indicates that aff ective fl ows cannot be detached from 
physically situated bodies on either side of the screen because the space–time locations 
enable the bodies to occupy a material environment that stages the possibility of their 
present and future aff ective encounters. In the case of showroom live-streaming, the 
physically situated bodies of the streamers and the viewers – as well as their engagement 
with the aff ordances – are bound together by the interfaces.

Th e User, the Spectator, the Subject

Interfaces mediate the relationship between humans and technologies. Humans involved 
in this process are always referred to as “users”. Th e adoption of the term “users” consti-
tutes an important move in the fi eld of Human-Computer Interaction, which abolishes 
the idea of “human factors” and adopts the concept of “human actors” in the design 
process. According to Bannon (1995), if humans are actors in the design process, this 
indicates that a computational system depends on the users to articulate their require-
ments, ultimately acting on a variety of specialised options provided by the system design 
team. Bannon asserts that identifying humans as “users” places emphasis on actions and 
indicates users’ decision-making and agency. 

However, the concept of the “user” is also challenged from the same perspective of 
agency. White (2006, p. 9) argues that “the concept of the user and Internet use, which 
suggests that something is put into service and employed” is problematic. An active and 
empowered Internet user, who is in control of the interface and moves actively in Inter-
net spaces, is a fake premise because computer settings and design adopt diff erent visual 
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and textual strategies to render this idea of empowerment while downplaying the limita-
tions on the level of materiality. She proposes borrowing the term “spectator” from fi lm 
studies to understand how individuals observe representations that are acknowledged or 
displayed on the interface and make sense of the setting and their experiences through 
narratives and rendering. White (2016, pp. 6-7) states:

Spectatorial positions do not exactly describe the experience of any individual, but all 
viewers are addressed and shaped by media forms. Spectatorship indicates the processes 
of watching and listening, identifi cation with characters and images, the various values 
with which viewing is invested, and how these ideas continue even after the spectator 
has stopped viewing. [...] In Internet and computer viewing, the forms of spectatorship 
articulated by the technologies and representations are constantly acted out by using the 
system.

To further explain why White applies the term “spectators” to Internet users, it is neces-
sary to understand cinematic spectatorship, which addresses a particular relationship 
between subjectivity and fi lm-viewing. Rushton (2009) writes about the physical par-
ticipation of the spectators’ bodies and senses in the fi lm-viewing process. He terms this 
“Deleuzian spectatorship”, characterised by “non-refl exive, passive, uncritical responsive-
ness” in the mode of immersion, where “the fi lm comes out to the spectator so as to sur-
round and envelop her/him” (Rushton, 2009, p. 49). In the process, the subject is formed 
by the experience of fi lm-viewing. Th e involvement of material bodies and sensations 
complicates the relationship between the beholder of the subject (fi lm viewers) and the 
object (the cinema) as this indicates a dialectic subject–object interaction. 

 In White’s account, Internet spectators are self-affi  rmed as subjects through their 
embodied interaction with the interface, while their subjectivities are also transformed in 
the process of viewing and identifying with the bodies and representations that are ren-
dered by the interface in particular ways. Th is study was conducted in 2006, some years 
before smartphones became the most used devices to access the Internet. Smartphone 
interfaces aff ord haptic contact and physical gestures, enabling users to be mentally and 
physically evolved. According to Szita (2020), smartphone spectatorship combines two 
distinct capacities of smartphone users: Viewing and consuming require not only per-
ceptual, mental, and bodily abilities but also the knowledge and desire to participate in 
the production, distribution, and access of content. Th e term “spectator”, however, risks 
obscuring users’ activity and agency, as it emphasises the eff ect of the interface on mate-
rial bodies, sensations, and the confi guration of subjectivities.

Th e graphic and haptic features of the interface create interactions between users and 
screens. Johanna Drucker (2011) expresses concerns over the descriptive understanding 
of the principles and properties of the interface in research: “Interface theory has to take 
into account the user/viewer, as a situated and embodied subject, and the aff ordances of 
a graphic environment that mediates intellectual and cognitive activities” (Drucker, 2011, 
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p. 8). In interface research, both the sensational and embodied experience and the seman-
tic and cognitive capacities of users should be considered. Drucker proposes substitut-
ing the idea of a “user” for that of a “subject” in response to constructivist models of the 
subject in literary, media, and visual studies. Th is approach opens possibilities to recon-
ceptualise an autonomous user as a constituted subject created through the process of 
interacting with and reading the interface. 

Drawing on this critical examination of the concept of users, this study defi nes show-
room live-streaming viewers and streamers as situated and embodied subjects. Th eir real-
time engagement with the live-streaming interfaces is primarily based on their cognitive 
interpretation of diff erent functional features that are presented graphically. Moreover, 
their interactions with interfaces also enable intrusion on the sensational level. Th e cogni-
tive, bodily, and emotional experiences of the live-streaming users may account for the 
construction of their subject positions.

 Methodology

For this study, two social media platforms – Douyin and Momo – were chosen as the 
sites for observation and examination. As mentioned previously, they cannot be identi-
fi ed as live-streaming specifi c platforms because the core services of their business are 
short-video sharing and geolocation-based dating, respectively. Nonetheless, live-stream-
ing has become an important feature that is incorporated into the mobile apps of both 
platforms. 

Examining apps is a challenging task for humanities researchers. Apps represent a 
technical closed-off  environment where data queries can typically only be done through 
APIs. In response to this challenge, Light et al. (2016) developed a method – the walk-
through method – to analyse mobile apps by focusing on their embedded relationship 
with the wider socio-cultural environment, without neglecting their technological fea-
tures or data outputs. Adopting a step-to-step walkthrough method allows the researcher 
to “make explicit the otherwise implicit and (by design) apparently seamless process of 
engaging with a digital media object – and they can give away hidden aff ordances and 
tricks” (Light et al., 2016, p. 6). In addition to examining apps’ material infl uences, Light et 
al. (2016) believe that the walkthrough method could enable the researcher to embody 
the user’s position and imagine with a critical eye the range of aff ordances that the user 
perceives. Th e walkthrough method resonates with the conceptual approach adopted 
here, which perceives the interface as a mediated environment that has a discursive and 
aff ective impact on material bodies. Th erefore, in this study, the researcher conducted a 
walkthrough-inspired observation by accessing the apps of Douyin and Momo that are 
installed on her device. 

Regarding the data-gathering procedure, Light et al. (2016) propose investigating three 
common and interconnected stages during the walkthrough: registration and entry, 
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everyday use, and suspension, closure, and leaving. In this study, given the specifi c focus 
on the showroom live-streaming interfaces and aff ordances, the researcher gathered data 
for analysis in two stages during the walkthrough – entry to live-streaming chatrooms 
and the everyday use of live-streaming chatrooms – instead of conducting a walkthrough 
of all the stages and features of Douyin and Momo. A walkthrough of the apps’ entries 
to their live-streaming chatrooms provides insight into how these two platforms posi-
tion their live-streaming services and the relationships between live-streaming and other 
features on the apps. Observing the everyday use of live-streaming chatrooms provides 
valuable data of “what activities [live-streaming] enables, limits and guides users towards” 
(Light et al., 2016, p. 15). Leaving the live-streaming chatrooms simply directs the users 
back to the home page on both apps, so the examination of this stage is left out. 

Besides the walkthrough method, this study also employs a netnography approach 
(Kozinets, 2015) to record and observe the activities that occur in live-streaming chat-
rooms. Th is approach has been found useful to reveal interaction styles, online rules 
and practices, and communal exchanges in the fi eld of social media research (Kozinets, 
2015). From November 2019 to May 2020, the researcher watched live-streaming con-
tent produced by 20 selected accounts on Douyin and Momo as they occurred in real-
time. Th ese accounts were selected by browsing a secondary website devoted to listing 
the most infl uential streamers in China’s live-streaming industry and by using the apps’ 
“recommendation” feature. Th e data collected encompassed real-time comments from 
the viewers, virtual gifting interactions, and the performative self-presentation of female 
streamers. While the sample of 20 female streamers analysed in this study might not be 
representative of the showroom life-streaming sector, it off ers a valuable starting point. 
Netnographic observation provides the researcher with a glimpse into general patterns of 
interactions between the female streamers and their viewers as well as their engagement 
with the technical artefacts on the two apps. 

Data for analysing the interface design were documented using screen captures. 
Although the selected live-streaming chatrooms are publicly accessible, the research con-
forms to the ethical guidelines of Internet research (Markham & Buchanan, 2012) for the 
usage of social media content. Th e researcher altered the screenshot material by covering 
the streamers’ faces and removing personal information, such as account names, that 
could be used to identify the streamers. After data collection through the walkthrough 
method and ethnographic observation, Stanfi ll’s discursive interface analysis (2014) was 
used to organise and analyse the data. Discursive interface analysis focuses on the func-
tional aff ordances, sensory aff ordances (placement, colour, and motion), and cognitive 
aff ordances (how features are classifi ed and explained) on the websites. In this study, the 
discursive interface analysis approach was used to analyse the showroom live-streaming 
app-interface on Douyin and Momo, with a specifi c focus on how diff erent features exert 
a functional, sensory, and cognitive impact on users. An examination of how streamers 
and viewers engaged with these features helps to illustrate how the showroom live-
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streaming interface design formulates two types of subject positions: one of the female 
streamers, and another of the spectators.

Analysis and Discussion

Entry to the Live-Streaming Chatrooms
Once the user enters the homepage of Douyin, the interface shows a short video, usually 
one of the most popular videos on the platform or a video relevant to the user’s browsing 
history, under the recommendation section. From there, users can swipe up and down to 
change the content, or they can swipe right and left to visit other sections (see Fig. 1). 

Th ere are three ways to enter the live-streaming chatrooms on Douyin. Firstly, under 
the recommendation section, which is the default interface that the platform shows 
users (see Fig. 1, left image), live-streaming content is mixed with short video content. Th e 
content creator of the short video is presented with her/his profi le picture on the right 
side of the interface. If this account is conducting a live-streaming performance, users 
will notice a red live-streaming label attached to the profi le picture, and users can access 
the live-streaming chatroom by tapping the profi le picture. Secondly, under the follow-
ing section (see Fig. 1, right image), the entries to live-streaming are shown in separate 
hide-able tabs on top of the screen. Th is section only shows users the accounts that they 
are following. Th is setting suggests that the live-streaming service is designed as a tool for 
content creators to connect and interact with their existing followers. At the time of writ-
ing, the live-streaming feature is only available for users with over 4,000 followers. Douyin 
regards setting a threshold for its live-streaming service as a mechanism to incentivise 
content creators to publish more short videos, through which they can be recommended 

Figure 1. Th e analysis of Douyin’s interfaces upon entering live-streaming chatrooms.
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and exposed to other users in order to gain enough followers (Kaye et al., 2020). Lastly, on 
the top left of the interface, there is a section labelled “live-streaming” which is specifi cally 
devoted to browsing live-streaming content. Th e interface of this section is identical to 
the recommendation section, but it excludes all short-video content. 

When users open Momo’s app, they are presented with the homepage, which shows 
recommended posts of other nearby Momo users. Momo requires users to give the plat-
form access to geolocation information. Otherwise, there is no content on the homepage, 
but only a pop-up notifi cation reminding them to do so. From the homepage, the user 
can swipe right to the live-streaming section and fi nd the entries to the live-streaming 
chatrooms (see Fig. 2).

Th e live-streaming section of Momo is a fl at lay design fi lled with profi le pictures of 
the streamers, represented in small squares. Each of the squares stands for an entry to 
that particular live-streaming chatroom. Users do not see any personal information such 
as usernames or a self-introduction about the streamers; users only see their gender 
and how far away the streamers are from the users’ location. Th e profi le pictures of the 
streamers are normally carefully modifi ed selfi es. From what the researcher observed, 
female content creators have more visibility than men on Momo (regardless of the gender 
of the user account). On the top of the screen, diff erent tabs describe the types of con-
tent, including social networking, outdoors, yanzhi,1 and music. Users can also fi lter the 
content by selecting gender, age group, and whether these accounts are new users. 

Applying the walkthrough method on Douyin and Momo in the stage of accessing 
their live-streaming services reveals the structural diff erences of these two apps. Douyin’s 

1 Lit. “face-value”, a Chinese buzzword indicating the level of attractiveness.

Figure 2. Th e analysis of Momo’s interfaces at the stage of fi nding entries to live-streaming 
chatrooms.
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core business model relies on the diverse user-generated short videos that are appeal-
ing to both users and advertisers. Following this logic, the platform integrates the live-
streaming function as a supplementary mechanism for stimulating the production of 
short videos and increasing the engagement between content creators and their follow-
ers. Th e entry for accessing live-streaming-specifi c content is positioned on the margin of 
the interface, indicating its subordinate role. In the case of Momo, live-streaming content 
is easier to notice: Th e tab for entering the live-streaming section is located in a central 
position. Geolocation information is crucial to Momo users and many of the functions 
are designed around the geolocation information, addressing the nature of Momo as 
a geolocation-based social networking and dating app. In this sense, the live-streaming 
feature on Momo is signifi cant because it can enrich the social networking experiences of 
the users and help Momo compete with other dating apps. 

Everyday use in the Live-streaming Chatrooms
Although Douyin and Momo position the live-streaming feature diff erently in their sys-
tems, the interface design of the live-streaming chatrooms is fundamentally similar. Th e 
live-streaming chatroom is designed as an environment where the streamer is presented 
at the centre of the screen. Various technical artefacts, such as commenting and virtual 
gifting, joining the streamers’ fan groups, and rankings, are displayed on the top or the 
bottom of the screen. As mentioned in the introduction, women constitute the major-
ity of the workforce in the showroom live-streaming sector. Th is phenomenon resonates 
with the netnographic observation conducted by the researcher.

 Certain functional aff ordances construct the communication and interaction pat-
terns in live-streaming chatrooms. Zou (2018, p. 807) argues that the appeal of live-
streaming lies in the “real-time and interactive communication between streamers and 
viewers, shoring up a sense of co-presence”. Th e sense of co-presence is achieved mainly 
through two features: commenting and virtual gifting. As shown in Figure 3, the real-
time comments from the viewers are displayed on the bottom of the interface, with the 
newest comments at the bottom. Th e space for showing comments occupies nearly 
one-third of the screen at the bottom and covers the streamers’ bodies from the shoulder 
below without concealing their faces. On the bottom-right corner of the interface, the 
user can fi nd an icon representing the virtual gifting feature, which is the major moneti-
sation mechanism in live-streaming. By clicking the icon, a drawer-like pop-up section, 
where users can fi nd diff erent virtual gifts with the prices in the platform’s virtual cur-
rency, appears and replaces the space for comments (see Fig. 3). After buying a certain 
amount of in-app virtual currency through a real-money transaction in one’s account, 
a viewer can use the virtual currencies to purchase virtual gifts and donate them to the 
streamers. Streamers (and the streamer agent companies with which they are affi  liated) 
can cash out these virtual gifts.
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During live-streaming, the interface that is displayed on the streamers’ devices is 
almost identical to the viewers’ interface, with a few additional features, such as ending 
the broadcasting. For viewers, commenting with textual messages is the most common 
way to interact with the streamer in a live-streaming chatroom. Th e real-time comments 
invite the streamer to respond with her voice or bodily performance, immersing the view-
ers in an intimate atmosphere with their audio-visual experiences. Th e streamers must 
always keep their eyes on the real-time comments to read out and respond to ones they 
select. Only when the viewers send comments or virtual gifts can the streamer notice 
their existence. Hence, it is notable that the functional setting of commenting creates a 
higher threshold for the streamers to experience a sense of co-presence. Th e researcher 
observed that the action of sending virtual gifts occurs within the conversation fl ow. 
Real-time engagements through commenting can be seen as the prerequisite for sending 
virtual gifts. Similarly, sending virtual gifts increased the likelihood of viewers receiving the 
streamer’s attention and response. Th ese two functional aff ordances together produce 
a norm in the live-streaming chatroom: If users want more attentive interactions with 
the streamer, they must pay in the form of virtual gifting. Th e norm that a viewer must 
pay in the form of virtual gifts to increase the possibility of receiving attention from the 
streamer is strengthened through the sensory aspects of virtual gifts. When gifts are sent, 
visual and audio eff ects are triggered, helping to reinforce the rule of “the more you pay, 
the more recognition you will get” (Zhang et al., 2019, p. 6). For instance, if a rose (which 
costs one unit of virtual currency) is sent in the live-streaming chatroom, it is demon-
strated as a symbol on top of the comments section, while the expensive gifts, like a “love 
rocket” on Momo or a “carnival show” on Douyin, are programmed to appear and occupy 
the whole screen with animation and sound eff ects for around 10 seconds. Th is sensory 

Figure 3. Th e interface of live-streaming chatrooms on Douyin and Momo.
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aff ordance instructs both the attention of the streamers and the viewers towards the 
visibility and audibility of expensive virtual gifts.

Th e cognitive aspect is related to the naming, labelling, and description of features 
(Stanfi ll, 2014). It is worth noting that the design of the virtual gifts is gendered and 
foregrounded in a consumerist ideology. Both Douyin and Momo provide a variety of 
options for virtual gifts (see Fig. 4). Th e symbolic meaning of these virtual gifts matters 
as it is closely tied to users’ meaning-making. Some of the options are commonly seen in 
gift-exchange in romantic or intimate relationships in real life, such as fl owers and bal-
loons. Other options refer to aff ective expressions such as kissing and poking face. Th ese 
options position the streamer–viewer relationship in a heteronormative romantic setting, 
indicating that the gifts are sent from men to women as a gesture of love. Th e gift-giving 
behaviour indicates the gendered roles in romantic relationships whereby a monetary gift 
is given regularly to a woman by man for her long-term emotional or sexual services (see 
Swader et al., 2013). Th ere is even one gift on Douyin called quni huijia, which means mar-
rying the lady and taking her home. Users can easily associate the symbolic meaning of 
this gift with the traditional marriage culture in China, where men are more socially and 
economically advantaged than women and wedding gifts and bride prices are provided 
by men. With the process of urbanisation and the increasing numbers of women par-
ticipating in the labour market, the traditional marriage culture has been challenged and 
eliminated in many areas. Th e design of virtual gifts reconstructs a power relationship in 
which male viewers can obtain a sense of social and economic privilege. Moreover, some 
other virtual gifting options represent expensive commodities in real life, such as fancy 
cars, yachts, and helicopters. Liu et al. (2010) argue that in a relationship-based culture 

Figure 4. A selection of virtual gifts on Douyin.
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like Chinese society, gifts are considered a bond between people and a carrier of mianzi, 
meaning one’s social image. Th erefore, the choice of gifts refl ects the socioeconomic 
status of gift-givers. In live-streaming chatrooms, many virtual gifts are designed as com-
modities that represent a middle-class and upper-class lifestyle. Purchasing these virtual 
gifts and sending them to female streamers implies fulfi lment of some working-class 
male viewers’ fantasies of being rich and attracting the attention of beautiful ladies. Th e 
cognitive aspect of virtual gifting addresses the individual male user as a subject, granting 
consumerist power to him. 

Although the sensory and cognitive aff ordances address male viewers as the tar-
geted users of live-streaming, the design also impacts female streamers. Th e audio-visual 
eff ects along with the naming of the virtual gifts become emotional reminders that tell 
the streamers what to feel, when to feel, and how strong their feelings should be. Th e 
live-streaming performances of Moli provide an example of this. At the time of writing, 
she is a renowned music streamer with over 700,000 followers on Momo. Her chatroom 
attracts attention from thousands of viewers, and the screen is always fi lled with com-
ments and the audio-visual eff ects of the virtual gifts. Moli does not stop singing to inter-
act with comments and gifts; she responds with a smile. But when she receives valuable 
gifts, which are accompanied by some absorbing visual eff ect that lasts for a few seconds 
and fi lls the whole screen, she displays her surprise or happiness in more obvious ways, 
like clapping her hands or thanking the gift-senders verbally. 

Applying the conceptualisation of emotional labour to Moli’s case can reveal how 
sensory and cognitive aff ordances are infl uencing her subjectivities. Emotional labour is 
defi ned as “the management of feeling to create a publicly observable facial and bodily 
display” (Hochschild, 2003, p. 7), which could be sold for a wage. Hochschild argues that 
feeling is a form of pre-action or a script that complies with “feeling rules”, which refer to 
“what guides emotion work by establishing the sense of entitlement or obligation that 
governs emotional exchanges” (2003, p. 56). In the private emotional system, feeling rules 
and rule reminders are normally entangled with social and cultural conditions. However, 
the commercial use of emotions has transformed intangible rule reminders into various 
management tactics. In the airline industry, for instance, airline attendants are constantly 
reminded by their managers to “put-on” a smile. In the case of live-streaming, female 
streamers are reminded by the visual eff ects of virtual gifting to account for their positive 
feelings, such as gratitude and happiness, and to deliver these aff ects to their male viewers 
through bodily or verbal expressions.

Commenting and virtual gifting formulate the basic rule of communication in the live-
streaming chatrooms, while other technical artefacts are designed to stimulate interac-
tions and engagements between streamers and viewers. Th e mechanism of pk is encoded 
in the live-streaming systems of both platforms. It refers to a time-limited competition 
between two streamers (see Fig. 5). Any streamer can initiate the game of pk and con-
nect herself with another live-streaming chatroom, either a streamer in her “friends” 



MedieKultur 70

145

Article: Streamer-Interface-Viewer Entanglement in Popular Chinese Social Media Apps
Zhen Ye

list or a streamer automatically assigned by the system. Th e competition between two 
live-streaming chatrooms is visualised with red and blue colour-coded bars, representing 
the total number of virtual gifts each streamer gathers. Th e streamer who gathers more 
virtual gifts within the timeframe wins the pk. Pk creates a gamifi ed scenario that is eff ec-
tive in stimulating viewers to purchase and donate virtual gifts for the streamer whom 
they support. Th e gift-senders are thanked greatly for their generosity during and after 
the competition. Accordingly, the mechanism of pk mobilises and intensifi es the aff ect in 
two live-streaming chatrooms and increases the intimate bond between streamers and 
their supporters.

It is important to recognise the entanglement of female streamers’ physical bodies 
with the mechanism of pk. During the timeframe of pk, the streamer who is losing is 
normally required to perform some physical movements, like an imitation of horse-riding 
or chest-expanding exercises. For the fi nal punishment, the practices include painting the 
face with lipstick and doing 10 squats while moving the hips in an S-shape. Th ese physi-
cal movements that occur in the process of pk have implicitly sexualised connotations. 
Chinese social media platforms have strict rules that prohibit sexually explicit content, 
following the state’s regulation on Internet pornography. However, being familiar with 
both the state’s regulation and the platforms’ policies, female streamers are instructed 
by their managers to “play the edge balls” (Cunningham, Craig, & Lv, 2019, p. 729) and 
catch the attention of the male viewers by performing implicitly sexualised mannerisms. 
Incorporating the mechanism of pk into the live-streaming chatroom interface reveals 
platforms’ intentions to capitalise on female streamers’ bodies and performances, shaping 
the streamer–viewer relationship as an aff ective interpersonal one that is achieved and 
maintained through the monetary fl ow of virtual gifts.

Figure 5. Th e interfaces of live-streaming chatrooms during pk competition.



MedieKultur 70

146

Zhen Ye
Article: Streamer-Interface-Viewer Entanglement in Popular Chinese Social Media Apps

Another technical artefact that platforms use to complicate the streamer–viewer 
relationship is the subscription option, which is named “joining the fan group”. Th e viewer 
is required to pay a small monthly fee to maintain membership within the fan group. 
Twitch has a similar setting, allowing viewers to subscribe to a live-streaming channel. 
In Taylor’s (2018) study of Twitch users, she discovered that Twitch moderators con-
sider themselves as having more honour and duty than fans, since they are closer to the 
performer than other users. Th e confi guration of the relationship between moderators 
and performers on Twitch uses the discourse of fandom. In the case of showroom live-
streaming in China, besides the utilisation of fandom, the action of joining the fan group 
has gendered implications though both the naming and the graphic design: Th e action of 
joining the fan group is normally called shouhu (lit. “guarding”), implying that the female 
streamer is a beautiful but fragile “princess” while male viewers are her “knights” who 
have the power to protect her (see Fig. 6). Th e vocabulary and the graphic design of the 
pop-up notifi cation are strongly gendered. Th e princess–knights symbolism represents a 
romantic imaginary in which the princess (the female streamer) is the authority and the 
knights (male viewers) devote their loyalty and power to protect her. Th eir loyalty in live-
streaming is understood as their active online time in the live-streaming chatroom, while 
their power is demonstrated through their capacity to send virtual gifts. By joining the fan 
group, users can receive a specially designed fan badge that is attached to their username 
and an additional visual reminder when they enter the chatroom. Th e attention-grabbing 
design of fan badges and the reminders serve as emotional cues that direct the streamer’s 
attention to certain users who have established an aff ective relationship with her. Accord-

Figure 6. Th e interfaces of live-streaming chatrooms with the options of joining the fan 
group.
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ingly, she is reminded to spend additional time and eff ort maintaining the interpersonal 
relationship with these viewers. 

Conclusion

In this study, the walkthrough method was used to examine the live-streaming interfaces 
of Douyin and Momo, particularly focusing on the functional, sensory, and cognitive 
aspects of the interface design, following the framework of discursive interface analysis. 
Although Douyin and Momo position the live-streaming function in their apps diff er-
ently, the prevalence of virtual gifting, the mechanism of pk, and the fan group subscrip-
tion option combine to reveal the commercial nature of showroom live-streaming for 
both platforms. Th e interfaces establish a norm of paying for attentive interactions in live-
streaming chatrooms. Th e functional, sensory, and cognitive aff ordances of live-streaming 
chatrooms are combined to achieve a content monetisation scheme that capitalises on 
female streamers’ aff ective responses and intimacy. Th e design of virtual gifting indicates 
and normalises the gender division in live-streaming chatrooms: Th e viewers or consum-
ers and gift-senders are men, while the performers and gifts-receivers are women. Th e 
mechanism of pk, or competitions between two streamers, and the fan group subscrip-
tion option are implemented on the margin of the interface and are not as visible or pre-
valent as virtual gifting. However, they are carefully designed to supplement and increase 
the monetisation capacity of the virtual gifts and the strength of aff ective interactions. 
Th rough various visual representations, as well as the placement and the gendered 
naming of diff erent features, the interface design implies that the aff ective interactions 
between female streamers and their male viewers should be based on heteronormative 
romantic feelings and intimacies. Th is design logic also impacts the bodily performance of 
female streamers. Th eir material bodies are both entangled and compliant with the visual 
eff ects of the interface, including their presentation of emotion when receiving virtual 
gifts and their implicitly sexualised physical movements during pk.

Feminist fi lm scholar Laura Mulvey (1975) discusses the gaze of male spectators 
towards women on the cinema screen, where spectators view women’s bodies and faces 
as the mere bearers of meaning. In other words, female actors are rendered passive and 
objectifi ed through the lens of the camera, which is often operated by men. In the case of 
showroom live-streaming, the interface is a mediated environment that exposes female 
streamers to the male gaze—the gaze of male spectators. At the same time, unlike female 
actors being fi lmed, female streamers are active content producers who are in charge of 
their self-presentation. Th e live-streaming interface is reminiscent of John Berger’s (2008, 
p. 47) writing:

Men look at women. Women watch themselves being looked at. Th is determines not only 
most relations between men and women but also the relation of women to themselves. 
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Th e surveyor of woman in herself is male: the surveyed female. Th us, she turns herself into 
an object and most particularly an object of vision: a sight.

Considering the phenomenon of live-streaming in the light of Berger’s writing on classical 
artworks, the showroom live-streaming interface appears to construct and normalise the 
condition of men looking at women and women watching themselves being looked at. 
Although both streamers and viewers occupy the position of users on these social media 
platforms, their embodied and subjective experiences are profoundly diff erent. 

Th is study addresses streamer-interface-viewer engagement, accounting for the users’ 
cognitive, emotional, and bodily experiences caused by the interface.  Th e live-streaming 
interface design simultaneously constructs two subjects. Th e “ideal” viewer is a hetero-
sexual man who is empowered through the consumption of the virtual gifts he gives, 
whereas the “ideal” streamer is an attentive young woman who conducts emotional 
labour and aff ective performances to meet the needs of the male consumers. Th e study’s 
fi ndings suggest that the discursive and aff ective power of the interface design fi rmly 
establishes and reinforces a gendered power relationship between female streamers and 
their male viewers in the live-streaming showroom. To further explore the formation of 
this gendered dynamic and to understand how gender infl uences the operation of the 
live-streaming industry in China, future research could involve interviews with users and 
streamers. Researchers could also address other emerging uses of live-streaming, such as 
e-commerce live-streaming, and examine if other types of ideal users are produced diff er-
ently.

References

 Bannon, L. J. (1995). From human factors to human actors: Th e role of psychology and human-computer 
interaction studies in system design. In R. M. Baecker, J. Grudin, W. A. S. Buxton, & S. Greenberg (Eds.), 
Readings in human–computer interaction (pp. 205–214). San Francisco: Morgan Kaufmann. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/B978-0-08-051574-8.50024-8

Berger, J. (2008). Ways of seeing. London, UK: Penguin Books.
China Internet Network Information Center [CNNIC]. (2020). Th e 45th China Statistical Report on Inter-

net Development. Retrieved from: 
https://cnnic.com.cn/IDR/ReportDownloads/202008/P020200827549953874912.pdf   

China Internet Watch. (2020, May 28). Social dating app Momo MAU down 6% in Q1 2020. Retrieved 27 
November 2020, from: https://www.chinainternetwatch.com/30647/momo-q1-2020/

Craig, D., & Cunningham, S. (2019). Social media entertainment: Th e new intersection of Hollywood and 
Silicon Valley. New York: NYU Press.

Cunningham, S., Craig, D., & Lv, J. (2019). China’s livestreaming industry: Platforms, politics, and precarity. 
International Journal of Cultural Studies, 22(6), 719–736. https://doi.org/10.1177/1367877919834942

Drucker, J. (2011). Humanities approaches to interface theory. Culture Machine, 12, 1–20.
Galloway, A. R. (2012). Th e interface eff ect. Cambridge: Polity Press.
Gibson, J. J. (1979). Th e ecological approach to visual perception. Boston: Houghton Miffl  in. 



MedieKultur 70

149

Article: Streamer-Interface-Viewer Entanglement in Popular Chinese Social Media Apps
Zhen Ye

Hochschild, A. R. (2003). Th e managed heart: Commercialization of human feeling. Oakland: University of 
California Press.

Kavka, M. (2014). A matter of feeling. In L. Ouellette (Ed.), A Companion to Reality Television (pp. 457–477). 
John Wiley & Sons, Ltd. https://doi.org/10.1002/9781118599594.ch25

Kaye, D. B. V., Chen, X., & Zeng, J. (2020). Th e co-evolution of two Chinese mobile short video apps: Parallel 
platformization of Douyin and TikTok. Mobile Media & Communication, 2050157920952120. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/2050157920952120

Kozinets, R. (2015). Netnography: Redefi ned (2nd ed.). Los Angeles: Sage. 
http://dx.doi.org/10.1002/9781118767771.wbiedcs067

Light, B., Burgess, J., & Duguay, S. (2016). Th e walkthrough method: An approach to the study of apps. New 
Media & Society, 20(3), 881–900. https://doi.org/10.1177/1461444816675438

Liu, S., Lu, Y., Liang, Q., & Wei, E. (2010). Moderating eff ect of cultural values on decision making of gift 
giving from a perspective of self-congruity theory: An empirical study from Chinese context. Journal of 
Consumer Marketing, 27(7), 604–614. https://doi.org/10.1108/07363761011086353

Markham, A., & Buchanan, E. (2012). Ethical decision-making and Internet research: Recommendations 
from the AoIR Ethics Working Committee (Version 2.0). Retrieved from 
http://www.aoir.org/reports/ethics2.pdf

Meisner, C., & Ledbetter, A. M. (2020). Participatory branding on social media: Th e aff ordances of live 
streaming for creative labor. New Media & Society, 1461444820972392. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/1461444820972392

Mulvey, L. (1975). Visual pleasure and narrative cinema. In L. Mulvey (Ed.), Visual and Other Pleasures (pp. 
14–26). London: Palgrave Macmillan UK. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-1-349-19798-9_3

Nagy, P., & Neff , G. (2015). Imagined aff ordance: Reconstructing a keyword for communication theory. 
Social Media + Society, 1(2), 2056305115603385. https://doi.org/10.1177/2056305115603385

Norman, D. (1999). Aff ordance, conventions, and design. Interactions, 6, 38–42. 
https://doi.org/10.1145/301153.301168

Rushton, R. (2009). Deleuzian spectatorship. Screen, 50(1), 45–53. https://doi.org/10.1093/screen/hjn086
Scarlett, A., & Zeilinger, M. (2019). Rethinking aff ordance. Media Th eory, 3(1), 1–48.
Scheibe, K., Fietkiewicz, K., & Stock, W. (2016). Information behavior on social live streaming services. Jour-

nal of Information Science Th eory and Practice, 4, 6–20. https://doi.org/10.1633/JISTaP.2016.4.2.1
Stanfi ll, M. (2014). Th e interface as discourse: Th e production of norms through web design. New Media & 

Society, 17(7), 1059–1074. https://doi.org/10.1177/1461444814520873
Sun, L. (2020, December 5). 4 reasons Momo’s high-growth days are over. MSN Money. Retrieved 22 

December 2020, from: https://www.msn.com/en-us/money/topstocks/4-reasons-momo-s-high-
growth-days-are-over/ar-BB1bEZsi

Swader, C. S., Strelkova, O., Sutormina, A., Syomina, V., Vysotskaya, V., & Fedorova, I. (2013). Love as a fi cti-
tious commodity: Gift-for-sex barters as contractual carriers of intimacy. Sexuality & Culture, 17(4), 
598–616. https://doi.org/10.1007/s12119-012-9162-1

Szita, K. (2020). New perspectives on an imperfect cinema: Smartphones, spectatorship, and screen cul-
ture 2.0. NECSUS_European Journal of Media Studies, 9(1), 31–52. 
https://doi.org/10.25969/mediarep/14317

Taylor, T. L. (2018). Watch me play: Twitch and the rise of game live streaming. Princeton University Press. 
https://doi.org/10.2307/j.ctvc77jqw

Th omala, L. L. (2020, July 27). China: Live streaming market size 2018-2020. Retrieved 4 October 2020, from 
Statista website: https://www.statista.com/statistics/874591/china-online-live-streaming-market-size/



MedieKultur 70

150

Zhen Ye
Article: Streamer-Interface-Viewer Entanglement in Popular Chinese Social Media Apps

Zhang, X., Xiang, Y., & Hao, L. (2019). Virtual gifting on China’s live streaming platforms: Hijacking the 
online gift economy. Chinese Journal of Communication, 12(3), 340–355. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/17544750.2019.1583260

Zou, S. (2018). Producing value out of the invaluable: A critical/cultural perspective on the live streaming 
industry in China. TripleC: Communication, Capitalism & Critique. Open Access Journal for a Global 
Sustainable Information Society, 16(2), 805–819. https://doi.org/10.31269/triplec.v16i2.969

Zhen Ye
PhD candidate

Media and Communication Department
Erasmus University Rotterdam

ye@eshcc.eur.nl


