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 Abstract 

The meteoric rise of esports is rapidly changing the 

landscape of digital games, live-streaming technologies, 

and online gaming communities. This cultural and 

technological shift is being fueled by the rapid growth 

of the esports’ audience, with esports spectatorship 

estimated to have reached 453.8 million viewers in 

2019 [20]. In this paper, I discuss the resultant need 

for scholars from ACM SIGCHI to empirically investigate 

and evaluate player/streamer-audience interaction 

dynamics, as well as to appraise the potentially 

substantial influence of these interactions on both 

parties. While there is a clear need to explore hostile or 

toxic interactions in these spaces, I also propose that 

player-spectator interactions may be operationalised 

towards positive and prosocial outcomes. 
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Introduction 

Esports has been identified as a critical area for further 

investigation within HCI [8], in part because it provides 

previously unprecedented opportunities to investigate a 

wide range of digital phenomena at scale. This includes 

access to an immense digital spectatorship, and the 

influences of and on this population. 

The urgency to explore digital social play is already 

recognised within the games industry: game companies 

have started allocating research and development 

resources towards promoting prosocial play, and 

correcting antisocial behaviours within their player 

communities [1]. Common to digital spaces, the threat 

of toxicity and harassment is also true within esports 

and is disruptive to enjoyment, retention, and 

performance [1, 23]. Despite this, social integrative 

motivations are a primary predictor of engagement in 

professional play [16] and the consumption of video 

game livestreams [13, 24] (dominated, in terms of 

viewership, by professional players [27]). Likewise, 

digital play can promote positive social interactions 

essential for personal wellbeing [26]. Because social 

interactions within esports can be both beneficial and 

harmful, it is essential that we understand which 

communication patterns, interfaces, and socio-cultural 

influences promote anti- and prosocial interactions. 

As an early career researcher, I am currently in the 

midst of building a program of research exploring the 

development of expertise and social connectedness in 

esports contexts; as a small-time streamer and former 

amateur video game competitor, my scholarly interest 

in esports is further strengthened by my personal one. 

To this end, I have acted as an academic 

representative in esports contexts both at campus 

events and at ACM SIGCHI. In these roles, I have 

frequently encountered appeals for academic guidance 

of esports spaces and industry. 

A Parasocial Relationship? 

Social media and streaming platforms loan themselves 

to the development of parasocial relationships: an 

illusionary experience, first associated with televised 

media, in which the viewer perceives themselves to be 

in a reciprocal relationship with the performer [4, 14]. 

The interactive and accessible nature of streaming 

platforms allows for parasocial interactions (short 

exchanges between the spectator and the streamer 

that do not persist beyond the interaction), 

strengthening a spectator’s perceived connection with 

the streamer [4]. Nurturing parasocial relationships is 

particularly valuable to the streamer: spectators who 

experience more interactions with the streamer are 

more likely to identify with them, thus increasing 

continuous watching intention [15]. In Twitch terms, it 

is business savvy for streamers to consistently interact 

with ‘chat’. Streamers achieve this in a variety of ways: 

chat interactions, engaging with spectators on social 

media, or playing “follower” or “sub” games (in which 

streamers play games with their spectators). 

This increase in identification and perceived connection 

with the streamer – as a result of streamer accessibility 

and parasocial interactions – arguably allows for 

greater influence of the streamer on the spectator. The 

evaluation of a streamer’s influence on a spectator’s in-

game behaviours may represent a productive route 

towards gaining insight on antisocial and prosocial 

behaviours in online gaming contexts. 
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While the relationship between streamer and individual 

spectator is seemingly one-sided, popular video game 

streamers and players are unremittingly exposed to 

continuous interactions and community feedback. This 

is fundamentally untrue of the original context of a 

parasocial interaction, in which the media personality is 

televised and thus (usually) not interacting in real-time 

with their viewership. The influence of real-time and 

continuous feedback on the content creator or player 

(for example, on their wellbeing or performance) 

represents another critical avenue for exploration. 

Influence on Spectators 

While competitive gaming is enjoyable to many, 

antisocial and toxic behaviours are normalised and 

rationalised as being a ‘part of competitive game 

culture’ and as harmless or acceptable in gaming 

contexts [1]. Furthermore, such behaviour may be self-

perpetuating: long-term exposure to toxic behaviour 

can lead to victims’ normalisation of it, who in turn may 

become perpetrators themselves [19, 25]. While 

professional players and streamers are expected to 

adhere to codes of conduct established by their 

professional organisations or streaming platforms, 

‘toxic’ streamers or professional players are not an 

uncommon phenomenon [9, 10, 21, 6]. Many of the 

players and streamers known for their ‘toxicity’ have 

substantial viewer bases; it is possible that the 

behaviour demonstrated by these content creators 

exacerbate the normalisation of toxic or abusive 

behaviours amongst their spectators. 

Another core consideration is that of ‘trash talk’ (also 

referred to as ‘banter’): a common practice in sports 

[22], and arguably understudied in games user 

research. Trash talking or banter, targeted at either 

opposing players or teammates, is often borne out of 

jest – but such intent is not always obvious to all 

parties. In many cases, the distinction between banter 

and abuse is blurred; as in the case of professional 

player Félix “xQc” Lengyel, who was banned for “abuse 

of multiple users” and claimed that, 

“It was never my intention to … use in-game chat in an 

abusive manner. Banter is fun and 100% of the time I 

type something to someone, I know they are playing 

along and won’t be hurt.” [2] 

It’s possible that novice spectators may interpret well-

intentioned ‘banter’ by a popular figure as abuse - 

potentially normalising toxicity in competitive gaming 

contexts. This may in turn be emphasised by the 

prevalence of professional players and livestreamers 

renowned for their banter – for example, Guy 

“DrDisrespect” Beahm (4M Twitch.tv followers [7]). 

While potential impacts of these negative influences 

should be empirically explored, it may be possible that 

the demonstration of prosocial behaviours in 

livestreams can positively moderate behaviour in online 

gaming spaces. This would represent a valuable insight 

for industry and social campaigns directed at improving 

online behaviours (for example, Canadian provincial 

telecom SaskTel’s “Be Kind Online” youth-targeted 

campaign – see Figure 1). The operationalisation of 

positive streamer and player ‘role models’ could also 

represent another tool for combating toxicity in gaming 

spaces. 

An investigation of the impact of both prosocial and 

antisocial stream content on spectators’ in-game and 

offline behaviours, actions, attitudes, and perceptions 

 

Figure 1: SaskTel campaign ad, 

found on a university campus, 

encouraging prosocial online 

behaviours. 
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would represent a crucial step towards an empirically 

grounded understanding of player-spectator 

interactions and dynamics. One method may be the 

thematic analysis of chat interactions in communities 

belonging to streamers identified as consistently pro- or 

anti-social. 

Influence on Streamers 

Owing to the real-time and interactive nature of 

livestreaming, many professional players and streamers 

interact more with their spectators than the figures 

typically described in a parasocial relationship. To this 

end, community behaviours and expectations have the 

potential for deleterious effects on the streamer or 

professional player. 

One possible impact might be that of community 

feedback on performance. ‘Choking’ refers to transient 

anxiety that presents in situations in which the 

importance of good performance is elevated, resulting 

in increased conscious attention to the player’s own 

performance [3]. This is especially salient in 

performative esports contexts, in which the threat of 

choking is possibly enhanced through spectator 

presence [17] - anecdotally corroborated by esports 

professionals, who have cited audience pressure and 

social media engagement as a major antecedent to 

choking in tournament play [12]. If a relationship 

between spectator-player interaction and performance 

is found, it would be then advantageous for esports 

organisations and the SIGCHI community to further 

investigate mechanisms for moderating this effect. 

Other considerations include the wellbeing of streamers 

and professional players who belong to visible 

minorities in gaming spaces. In online gaming spaces, 

women who wish to avoid gendered harassment may 

engage in defensive strategies such as masking their 

gender [5]; as public figures, this strategy is less 

viable. As with video game play, users of livestreaming 

platforms sometimes take advantage of their relative 

anonymity to attack other users for their gender, 

sexuality, and ethnicity [11, 18]. An empirical 

evaluation of minorities’ experiences in public play may 

prove critical towards informing policy and corrective 

action on the relevant platforms. 

Finally, while research has shown that livestream 

consumption can fulfil many social gratifications - for 

example, relatedness, a sense of community, and a 

sense of belonging [4,13] - there has been no literature 

to date examining the uses and gratifications of those 

who livestream their gameplay. An investigation into 

the social motivations and potential benefits for 

livestreaming would be useful for identifying why 

people stream, and how to better facilitate a positive 

livestreaming experience. 

Conclusion 

The evaluation of interactions and influences within 

esports and livestreaming communities represents a 

salient path for investigation: from there, results may 

be operationalised towards pragmatic solutions for 

positively influencing online social play and esports 

spaces. For example, such findings may facilitate the 

development of a system (e.g., a playful Twitch 

overlay) that encourages social connectedness or 

prosocial engagement. A robust investigation of social 

interplay and interactions in esports contexts will both 

help to improve extant understanding of social play and 

online behaviours, and may better facilitate prosocial 

engagement in livestreaming and esports. 
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