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Abstract
Real-time commentary, also called ‘live-tweeting’, has become a widely used feature 
of the social networking site Twitter. Live-tweeting offers new dynamics in political 
communication by affording a space in which politicians, journalists, and the public 
alike are present while commenting on televised events in real time. Here, the social, 
spatial, and temporal arrangements of political communication are intermingled in a 
new fashion. This article presents a novel framework to theoretically conceptualize 
the use of live-tweeting. Drawing on the literature of ‘context collapse’ and a 
phenomenological perspective on media use, the concept of ‘events-as-participation’ 
is developed to identify a situation in which a public event is commented on online 
both by the participants present at the actual event and by an audience not physically 
present. Thus, a pluralization of the event occurs as it is experienced in situ, via 
broadcast and on various online platforms where new forms of interaction between 
those present and the audience can occur, blurring the boundaries between places, 
scenes, and social contexts and creating a new type of interplay between older and 
newer media formats.
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Introduction

During the British general elections of 2010, the first live-televised party leaders’ debate 
was held, and being the first televised debate ever in Britain, the debate attracted massive 
attention from the press and the public. Concurrent to the actual event, members of par-
liament (MPs), journalists, and the public alike watched the debate on television and 
commented on it on the social networking site (SNS) Twitter using the hashtags #lead-
ersdebate, #ukelection, and/or #ge2010. When the debate ended 90 minutes later, 211,000 
individual tweets had been sent about the debate by more than 47,000 individual Twitter 
accounts (Chadwick, 2011a), indicating that the practice of live-tweeting during a public 
event represented a new practice in politics with its own social, spatial, and temporal 
arrangement – as I will argue throughout this article.

The employment of hashtags for live-tweeting is supported by the technical infra-
structure of Twitter in which tweets can be accompanied by a hashtag (#), best described 
as a subject marker. Individual users can invent their own hashtags, but as the use of the 
platform has evolved, certain generic hashtags have persisted and usually a few become 
the dominant ones for an event. In the case of the British election debate, the dominant 
hashtags were #leadersdebate, #ukelection, and #ge2010. As news media have grown 
accustomed to Twitter, they have begun promoting their own hashtags for specific televi-
sion programs, and news programs at times display a blog roll on the bottom part of the 
screen with selected tweets or Facebook updates on the topic at hand from both ordinary 
citizens and the political elite. Additionally, SNSs have become a pertinent platform for 
journalists trawling for ideas for news stories (Parmelee, 2013). Politicians have increas-
ingly realized that the new platforms can be utilized strategically to alter a political 
agenda or intervene in cases of unflattering stories, and they use their newfound gain of 
control over their message to achieve exposure in traditional mass media (Broersma and 
Graham, 2012; Chadwick, 2011b; Skovsgaard and Van Dalen, 2013).

Despite my earlier claim that live-tweeting should be viewed as a practice that creates 
new dynamics in political communication, older practices continue to exist and thrive, 
also on the newer platforms. Politicians and journalists engage in interactions face-to-
face or over mobile phones, politicians send out press releases in the hope that main-
stream media will broadcast them, and politicians engage in public debates with voters 
in their constituency and write letters to the editors of local newspapers for their constitu-
ents to read and reflect upon. Some have tried to reduce the changes to an accelerated 
temporality in the news cycle that lets individuals react to events as they unfold. But this 
is not the case, although this is a distinguishing factor of the new dynamics; to take this 
approach exclusively would lead to simplistic and one-sided conclusions (Chadwick, 
2011a: 39). In addition to different temporal arrangements, other inherent features of 
SNSs are the following: (1) the visibility caused by the default public settings on the 
platforms, (2) the spreadability that can be achieved by the click of a button, (3) the per-
sistence of the material which can be re-used in different contexts, and finally, (4) the 
searchability with which one is able to locate material (boyd, 2014: 10–12).

Although the features – viewed as separate factors – are not entirely new, the interplay 
between them is, and it is in this interplay and interaction that the new dynamics are 
crystallized and social contexts altered (boyd, 2014: 12–13). An excellent example of 
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this is live-tweeting. The practice of commenting on an event as it takes place is in itself 
an ancient phenomenon: Since the advent of language, people have in all probability 
discussed the public events they were witnessing. With the advent of radio and televi-
sion, these discussions moved into the living rooms of ordinary people as ‘backchannel 
communications’ which created an alternative line of communication precluding the 
presence of the primary agents (Doughty et al., 2011: 142). With the diffusion of the 
Internet and in particular SNS, these two social channels are merged onto a common 
platform such as Twitter to enable debate and comment on the event, a practice I charac-
terize as ‘event-as-participation’.

To generalize, the diffusion of SNS such as Twitter has prompted the emergence of 
new conditions of political participation for politicians, journalists, and voters, thus pro-
viding new terms for understanding and conceptualizing political practices. This article 
presents a novel framework to theoretically conceptualize the use of live-tweeting during 
public televised events. The term ‘event’ or ‘media event’ should not be viewed as a 
unique narrative genre as in the typology of Dayan and Katz (1992), but is instead to be 
interpreted as public events mediated by traditional mass media. As such, the notion of 
‘event-as-participation’ can also refer to media events on a broader scale if it is possible 
for an interaction between the viewers and between those physically present and the 
viewers to take place in real time. The examples brought forth in this article concern 
televised political events as the new type of interplay between politicians and the public 
in real time has a potential to influence democratic processes and create new possibilities 
for communication between the electorate and their representatives. The concept of 
‘event-as-participation’ is a composite phrase derived from Paddy Scannell’s phenome-
nological approach to media usage merged first with the media-centric perspective of 
Joshua Meyrowitz and then with that of danah boyd. At first, the notion can seem contra-
dictory in itself: how can an event be conceived as participation? To do this, it is neces-
sary to view the concept according to Scannell’s terminology in which the event itself 
and the implicated actors present are a part of the event-in situ, while the audience watch-
ing or listening to the event via television or radio is a part of an event that Scannell terms 
‘event-as-broadcast’ with its own logics and contexts (Scannell, 1996: 79). Although the 
concept of ‘event-as-participation’ situates participation as a new unique feature, this is 
not entirely the case as older media formats have entailed participatory elements as well. 
What separates live-tweeting from other televised events is the intermixture of the actors 
from the event-in situ and the event-as-broadcast in real time, which leads to a blurring 
of (social) roles, while the social order is altered from vertical to horizontal communica-
tion as the average person is allowed access to the political elite and other Twitter users.

Put differently, the notion of event-as-participation can be put forward as based on 
four closely related features: (1) the pluralization of place that occurs when events are 
mediated into different settings, (2) the opportunity for real-time commentary, (3) the 
context collapse that comes about when different groupings join in the same conversa-
tion, and (4) (closely related to the previous feature) changes in the classical roles of 
participant and audience take place affording all to act as both a participant and a mem-
ber of the audience.

This article deals with the aforementioned features one-by-one and closes with con-
cluding remarks on the possible consequences of the notion. Before the main argument 
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is unfolded, previous literature on live-tweeting is reviewed to see how live-tweeting has 
been conceptualized by others. In addition, it is essential to recognize that live-tweeting 
is a part of a larger media system characterized by competition and interdependencies 
between older and newer media logics, whereby the notion of the hybrid media system 
is delineated. Then the ‘ontology of place’ is proposed, laying the ground for the rest of 
the article.

Live-tweeting televised events

As an emerging research field, SNS studies have provided insight into how (mainly) 
Twitter has been used during live-televised public events such as ‘The X-Factor’, the 
2014 Olympics, current-events programming, or during elections (Anstead and 
O’Loughlin, 2011; Chadwick, 2011a; Diakopoulos and Shamma, 2010; Doughty et al., 
2011; Elmer, 2013; Giglietto and Selva, 2014; Hawthorne et al., 2013; Kalsnes et al., 
2014; Larsson, 2013b; Mascaro and Goggins, 2012). The overarching reason for favor-
ing Twitter over other SNS seems to be the default public settings of the platform and 
the wide use of hashtags (in contrast to the many levels of privacy settings available, 
for example, on Facebook) and the greater level of reciprocity on the platform.

Previous attempts at conceptualizing the practice of live-commenting have been 
made by both Anstead and O’Loughlin (2011) and Hawthorne et al. (2013). The former 
authors use the word ‘viewertariat’ to describe the people involved in live-commenting 
on Twitter (Anstead and O’Loughlin, 2011), whereas the latter coined the phrase ‘social 
watching’ to describe the practice of using a second screen device to discuss a mediated 
event, thereby underlining the social function of the practice as a way of creating a com-
munity centered on a mediated event (Hawthorne et al., 2013; McKinney et al., 2013). 
Concepts such as viewertariat and social watching are useful for delineating the charac-
teristics of what would traditionally be considered the audience – in other words, the 
individuals who experience the event mediated by television or an Internet platform. 
However, as concepts, they fail to address the interaction and interplay between the 
traditional audience and the people participating in the event. If we are to fully under-
stand this practice, we need to take all the participants into consideration and include 
the dynamic interplay between multiple settings that serve as social backdrops for the 
live-commenting.

A third concept that has been applied to describe the use of live-commentary is ‘back-
channel communications’ (Doughty et al., 2011; Kalsnes et al., 2014). Just as the two 
concepts mentioned above, backchannel communications describe how Twitter assists in 
turning live-commentary into ‘non-colocated, shared experiences on a very large scale’ 
(Doughty et al., 2011: 142). Contrary to the two former concepts, however, the notion 
does to some extent consider the divergence of the actors involved in the process by 
specifying that they differ from the participants in the primary stream of communication, 
but it does not undertake further to identify the shifting roles of those present at the event 
and those experiencing it as a mediated event. However, the main problem with the con-
cept is the connotations of ‘back’, as it leaves the impression that it takes place in the 
background to the actual event, when in fact live-tweeting is often incorporated as an 
integral part of an event or as a parallel event. I will argue instead that one could view 
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live-commentary as ‘augmented communications’ – a notion I shall elaborate further 
below.

Finally, a very different approach to conceptualizing the interdependencies between 
‘new’ and ‘old’ media is taken by Chadwick who, in a study of all the mediated processes 
surrounding the first televised election debate in British history, includes live-tweeting 
and how this practice ties in with the television and newspaper coverage (Chadwick, 
2011a; Chadwick, 2013; Jungherr, 2014). Chadwick’s notion of the hybrid media system 
entails many valid points about how to conceive of live-tweeting, but, since his perspec-
tive is holistic, by default it does not single out any particular practice and can therefore 
only partially explain the specific dynamics of live-tweeting. This point will be devel-
oped in the following.

The hybrid media system

As touched upon earlier, the practice of live-commentary understood as event-as- 
participation can be construed as a part of a fundamental change in the political com-
munications system in which an increasingly complex media system has emerged as 
older and newer media logics both collide and cooperate. To fully comprehend the 
dynamics implied in the phrase ‘event-as-participation’, it is fruitful to place it in a 
holistic frame that encompasses the media system as a vital piece of political commu-
nication. One way of conceiving these developments is through the term ‘hybrid media 
system’ as coined by Andrew Chadwick (Chadwick, 2013). He defines the hybrid 
media system as ‘… built upon interactions among older and newer media logics – 
where logics are defined as technologies, genres, norms, behaviors, and organizational 
forms – in the reflexively connected fields of media and politics’ (Chadwick, 2013: 4). 
As newer and older media formats integrate, elements of the other logics – as when, 
for instance, media outlets manifest their presence on new media platforms through 
interaction with the logics of the platform – are intermingled and remediated into new 
configurations via the media, elite actors, and the public. Despite developments toward 
a hybridized system, traditional mass media such as television and newspapers still 
hold a primary position in the media system because of their institutional and regula-
tory privileges (Chadwick, 2011b: 5). Still, newer media formats do pose a threat to the 
role of traditional mass media.

In this system, power is relational and partly based on the actors’ ability to adapt to 
and integrate both old and new media logics in their behavior (Chadwick, 2013: 4). 
Power is simultaneously concentrated and diffused, as the elite seek to create ‘reserved 
domains’ in which they can maintain control of their message, receive exposure, and 
orchestrate domains where their control – on the face of it – is more limited (Chadwick, 
2013: 10). SNS is often argued to be such a platform and perceived to contain these 
advantages by politicians (Broersma and Graham, 2012; Skovsgaard and Van Dalen, 
2013). During live political events whether organized by the media as a televised elec-
toral debate or a routine event such as the opening of parliament, politicians communi-
cate through social media, thereby creating a mouthpiece through which to deliver their 
unedited message, knowing that the press is monitoring their every word and potentially 
taking inspiration from the status update or citing it. Simultaneously, the electorate is 
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following the media coverage, and some of them, keeping track of what selected politi-
cians are doing on SNS, are given the opportunity to communicate with the politicians.

One strength of characterizing the media system as hybrid is the consequences this 
has for thinking about the political communication system. The term hybrid incisively 
encompasses the heterogeneity of the media system as mutable, instable, complex, and 
impossible to reduce to one logic (Chadwick, 2011a; Chadwick, 2013). However, the 
notion of a hybridized system is also an obvious weakness, as the theory relies on a prac-
tice perspective as prescribed by Nick Couldry (Couldry, 2012) and does not hypothesize 
about possible correlations. Put differently, the terminology has now only begun to be 
explored through case studies in the United States and United Kingdom, and therefore, 
additional analysis is needed in order to identify comparative trends across national set-
tings, but just as importantly, across similar cases. One way of doing this could be to 
dissect the embedded practices within this hybrid communication system without losing 
grasp of the interdependencies that follow from the particular practice under scrutiny. 
Without such further developments, the term is in danger of becoming an all-encompass-
ing phrase without particular content. Identifying the underlying dynamics of live-tweet-
ing within the larger holistic frame is what this article seeks to contribute to the 
development of the concept.

The ontology of place

A crucial and often underdeveloped term in social science is the notion of place, also 
sometimes interchangeably referred to as context, setting, or situation (Davis and 
Jurgenson, 2014: 477; Moores, 2012: 13). Difficulties have emerged regarding how to 
conceptualize the ontology of place because of increasingly mediated interactions and 
the space–time compression of newer media formats appearing with the diffusion of the 
Internet. The notion of place also plays a central role in this article, implying important 
questions, such as what the inherent elements of place are and whether media in them-
selves can be considered place, and if so, to what extent?

A prominent theorist studying the fundamental characteristics of place is Erving 
Goffman who put forth a theory of ‘impression management’ in face-to-face interactions 
at a time when television had only started to unveil its potential (Goffman, 1959).1 To 
assess a social situation, the performers receive clues about what behavior is most likely 
to cause the desired impression among the audience from the immediate settings/situa-
tion, including (a) the physical settings such as the decor and other bounded clues and (b) 
the inter- and intrapersonal settings that are associated with the people in near proximity, 
for example, in the form of gender and age, but also appearance and manners (Goffman, 
1959: 32–35).

As media use increased, theories of how we ought to interpret mediated interaction 
and the mediated place emerged. One of these theories was put forward by Joshua 
Meyrowitz who makes a theoretical synthesis between the situationalism of Goffman 
(Goffman, 1959) and medium theory (Innis, 1951; McLuhan, 1964). Although recogniz-
ing that a physical place still has importance for the daily interactions between people 
(Meyrowitz, 1985: 312), Meyrowitz argues that the diffusion of television has caused 
places, situations, and social roles to become marginalized in mediated interactions. He 
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mainly takes issue with Goffman’s division of a situation into physical and interpersonal 
settings; in Meyrowitz’ view, the physical settings do not define a situation, mediated or 
not. Instead, ‘patterns of information flow’ or perhaps rather ‘patterns of access to infor-
mation’ define social interaction (Meyrowitz, 1985: 36–37). He illustrates this point by 
referring to the behavior of a waiting staff who in the presence of customers are extremely 
polite and well-mannered, but at the sight of an empty restaurant do not uphold this for-
mal behavior. In this case, information can be conceived as the inter- and intrapersonal 
settings of a situation, as it is the contextual information about the people present that 
determines the behavior of the performers, not the physical place. Meyrowitz argues that 
mediated interaction marginalizes the inter- and intrapersonal settings as the performers 
on television communicate to an array of different social contexts. In the era of the 
Internet, communicating on SNS represents a somewhat similar challenge, leading to 
what boyd (2008) and Wesch (2009) have deemed a ‘context collapse’. This argument 
will be unfolded later on.

Paddy Scannell put forth a different theory of the effects of broadcast media on social 
interactions no later than 10 years after Meyrowitz published his theory on how new 
media marginalize the importance of place in social interactions (Scannell, 1996). He 
only briefly concerns himself with Meyrowitz’ propositions, stating that television does 
not marginalize place, but rather constitutes a specific place in its own right, which he 
defines as the ‘character of broadcasting’s communicative interactions’ (Scannell, 1996: 
141). By viewing the television set as a place in its own right, Scannell opens the possi-
bility of media as a place – or maybe more correctly put, ‘media places’. He is, however, 
not the only one to make this inference. Indeed, Meyrowitz also talks of how television 
leads people to the same ‘place’ (Meyrowitz, 1985; Moores, 2012: 12), and Adams views 
television as a ‘gathering place’ for the public (Adams, 1992). By using phenomenologi-
cal geography, Tuan develops a more exhaustive notion of a (media) place, stating that a 
location ‘becomes place as we get to know it better and endow it with values’ (Moores, 
2012: 28; Tuan, 1977: 73). Put differently, establishing place requires repetition and 
affective connection. He later specifies that this also applies to media places (Moores, 
2012: 45). Implicitly, Scannell makes the same argument by identifying the ‘dailiness’ of 
media, or in other words, how media assist in structuring your day and habits by consti-
tuting a doubling of place (Moores, 2012: 28). In line with many other researchers, I do 
not subscribe to the notion of Internet platforms as separate virtual places (Hine, 2000; 
Waade and Linaa Jensen: 2009), but rather as a social augmentation that allows for a 
‘significant increase in the opportunities to obtain information and perform social action 
and human interaction’ (Waade and Linaa Jensen, 2009: 36).

Indeed, Scannell argues for a doubling of place rather than a marginalization thereof, 
claiming that with the diffusion of radio and television, events can be seen and heard 
from another place than that of the actual event (Scannell, 1996: 76). Scannell terms the 
venue of the event as ‘event-in-situ’ and the place it is watched and heard as ‘event-as-
broadcast’, with the former being embedded in the latter (Scannell, 1996: 79). By using 
this terminology, Scannell iterates and reinstates the physical setting/place as a key com-
ponent in the understanding of the ontology of place as he points out how new media 
settings also constitute places in their own right in addition to the double articulation that 
is experienced by the audience. This insistence holds certain merits regarding, for 
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instance, the television set with its own physical and social logics. When the platforms in 
question, however, are used to discuss the event-in situ and thereby override the bounda-
ries of traditional place, as in the case of SNSs, it seems more telling to speak of the 
platforms as an augmentation of social interaction and communication, inasmuch as the 
interaction is a prolongation of the communication and the actors involved.

As I have tried to demonstrate by using the terminology of Goffman, Meyrowitz, and 
Scannell, these authors put different emphasis on the meaning of the physical place and 
the social context constituted by the people in the immediate surroundings when analyz-
ing the meaning of the settings in interaction mediated by television and the Internet. Put 
differently, by accepting Scannell’s insistence on how media constitute a double articula-
tion of an event or place and acknowledging Meyrowitz’ notion that contexts do to some 
extent collapse as the inter- and intrapersonal settings are blurred, the ontology of place 
in this article means that the word ‘place’ is to be understood as a physical place; context 
is used to describe the social aspects otherwise termed inter- and intrapersonal settings; 
and the overarching phrase in which both elements occur is ‘setting’, ‘situation’ – or 
most often – ‘ event’. In addition, I acknowledge that media can be viewed as a place 
with its own physical and interpersonal characteristics, but as new platforms have 
evolved that are used to prolong another event, I believe it is more fruitful to speak of the 
event as ‘augmented’ and not the platform as a media place in its own right. The follow-
ing sections have their outset in these two inherent features of an event and outline how 
event-as-participation constitutes new dynamics in televised public events.

Pluralization of places

‘Public events now occur, simultaneously, in two different places: the place of the event 
itself [event-in situ] and that in which it is watched and heard [event-as-broadcast]. 
Broadcasting mediates between these two sites’ (Scannell, 1996: 76).

When Scannell published these words in 1996, the predominant broadcast media in 
society were radio and television, and real-time intermingling between participants in the 
two events was unthinkable in more than one way. He employs the notion of ‘doubling 
of place’ to depict the possibility for the audience to be in two places simultaneously: the 
place in which their body is physically present and the place they gain access to via 
broadcast. In this sense, the event-in situ is embedded in the event-as-broadcast and 
media incorporated into the experience of place.

A key purpose for Scannell was to identify the ways in which the sociality of media 
transforms social and spatial arrangements and, more concretely, how the double articu-
lation of a public event changes the complexity of both the actual event and the event 
watched via broadcast. The event-in situ is affected at the planning stage since broadcast-
ing public events, be they royal or political, requires planning on the part of both the 
organizers and the broadcasting outlet in order to achieve an attractive technical presen-
tation. The event-as-broadcast is affected by the public’s access to the other situation, but 
without the same behavioral constraint, since the interpersonal settings differ. Figure 1 
depicts these changes as a public event (the event-in situ) is mediated by television into 
the living rooms of the individual viewers as a broadcast. By the public gaining access to 
the event itself, a sense of togetherness is also created – in the figure symbolized by the 
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ring around the event-as-broadcast as it is experienced in different places and contexts. 
The dual arrows indicate the mutual relationship between the different settings.

Moores elaborates on Scannell’s notions of doubling of place, arguing that the 
Internet, instead of creating a doubling of place, constitutes a ‘pluralization of place’ as 
people are able to simultaneously access an event from multiple places (Moores, 2004: 
23; Moores, 2012: 16; Papacharissi, 2012: 66–67). An obvious example of this is the 
‘second screen’ phenomenon that allows people to be present both at the event-in situ 
and the event-as-broadcast. In a political context, it has become common for politicians 
to use social media during live events such as press conferences or parliamentary meet-
ings, discussing the event-in situ on Twitter with other people who are watching the 
event via media during the actual event. In this respect, the temporal compression is also 
an important feature, as the live nature of live-tweeting calls for an immediate (re)action.

However, to conceive of places as pluralized carries more far-reaching implications 
than just demonstrating that live-commentary across physical places takes place. The 
pluralization takes on an extra dimension as the participants at the original event are now 
accessible in real time, and by just adding their username to someone’s update, the tweet 
will show up in their Twitter feed. Of course, citizens have always had the opportunity to 
contact their representatives, but the temporal and structural arrangements of SNS enable 
synchronic contact leading to a stronger social presence (Kaplan and Haenlein, 2010: 
60–62) and the potential for an altered relationship between citizens and politicians.

In addition to enabling communication between the people experiencing an event as 
broadcast, real-time commentary represents another platform for the participants at the 
event-in situ to take part in further discussions, causing the media place to function as an 
augmented event. Elmer (2013) shows how Canadian politicians used Twitter as a plat-
form to extend their arguments during a televised election debate in 2008, and the major-
ity of studies demonstrate how the flow on Twitter corresponds to the flow of the televised 
event that is being commented. In No Sense of Place, Meyrowitz argues that a physical 

Figure 1. Doubling of place.
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place and a media place should be conceived as a continuum, not a dichotomy (Meyrowitz, 
1985: 38), and with the diffusion of live-tweeting, this point seems even more pertinent.

If we continue Scannell’s inquiry as to how the now-pluralized articulation of an 
event affects the places of the event-in situ and the event-as-broadcast, we can claim that 
the event-as-participation induces continuous impact on both settings. The event-in situ 
can be affected by the turn of the conversation on SNS as the conversation is drawn into 
the event. If the event is televised political debate, the tweets can be used to pose ques-
tions to the participants. This of course affects the event-as-broadcast as the event itself 
alters, but this event can also be transformed, as the actor traditionally deemed to be the 
audience can now directly address the participants, and perhaps even more significantly, 
the audience can become part of a ‘communal social event’, shared with other viewers 
(Ampofo et al., 2011). Put differently, it is possible to speak of a hyper-mediatized soci-
ety in which social relationships and interactions are susceptible to change (Waade and 
Linaa Jensen, 2009).

Real-time commentary

The compression of time is an inherent feature of the Internet and especially salient in the 
practice of live-tweeting (Chadwick, 2011a: 39). Concurrent with the event, the event-
as-participation takes place as those present and the audience watching via television 
comment on the event on Twitter. Backchannel communication is, however, not a new 
phenomenon as the viewers prior to the prevalence of SNS also engaged in conversations 
about television programming in their own living rooms and the following day at the 
workplace. The changed temporal arrangement facilitates the creation of a communal 
social experience as viewers can discuss the event across physical settings, even with 
those present at the event. These new social arrangements are delineated in the following 
sections.

Context collapse

A pivotal discussion in the literature on how electronic media reconfigure temporal, 
social, and spatial arrangements in society is that of what the diffusion of media has 
meant for the understanding and performing of social roles in terms of social class, pro-
fession, and age, among other things.

With the diffusion of the Internet as an integrated part of everyday life, boyd (2008) 
and Wesch (2009), independent of the others, coined the phrase ‘context collapse’ to 
describe what happens when people function in a public saturated by media. Earlier I 
defined context as the social aspects of an event otherwise termed inter- and intraper-
sonal settings as opposed to the physical setting. By context collapse, boyd and Wesch 
refer to ‘how people, information, and norms from one context seep into the bounds of 
another’ (Davis and Jurgenson, 2014: 477). Hence, the notion does not entail a complete 
collapse of context but rather an intermingling of social scenes that traditionally would 
be separate or a leakage from one scene to another. Of course, the notion of different 
social contexts appearing in one setting is far from new. Goffman termed this ‘out of 
face’ as a way of describing a situation in which different codes of conduct were present 
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(Goffman, 1974). What differentiates this newer form of context collapse from being out 
of face is the change in how the dynamics interact. Most prominently, the scale of the 
collapse is larger today, as SNS such as Facebook has made it possible to connect with 
your close family members, distant relatives, teachers, friends, acquaintances, and even 
strangers at the same time. By gathering these different logics in the same platform, for 
instance on Twitter, it leaves room for both positive intermingling in the forms of context 
collusions and also context collisions best described as situations in which people com-
pletely refrain from action or from controversy in order to avoid offending others (Davis 
and Jurgenson, 2014).

As briefly touched upon, tensions between the perception of place and context exist, 
with Meyrowitz at the one extreme arguing that electronic media override the boundaries 
of physical place that is as a consequence marginalized and Scannell at the other extreme 
maintaining that the physical place is of the utmost importance since media in some 
sense also constitute a place. Between these two poles is Shaun Moores who attempts to 
merge the positions by offering an elaborate critique of Meyrowitz’ marginalization the-
ory and Scannell’s insistence on the physical place as a structuring principle, even when 
the performers are not in physical proximity to each other (Moores, 2012). While Moores 
does not contest that people’s ability to access situations beyond their own physical loca-
tion creates a marginalization of the social context, his main critique of Meyrowitz is that 
he overestimates the degree of social change brought about by the television medium, an 
overestimation that is primarily caused by a media-centric perspective as prescribed by 
medium theory (Moores, 2012: 10–12). Despite the fact that the online context cannot be 
identified by traditional means of place-making, but is constituted via repetition and 
attached affective values, the augmented platform is accessed from a traditional place, 
with the role of the actor as an important contextual factor.

Erosion of traditional roles in broadcasting

As indicated thus far, event-as-participation entails similar possibilities of intermingling 
between physically separated actors. Classic categories such as performer and audience 
have been replaced to make room for a situation in which both parties take the role of 
participants, thereby possibly affecting the original event in real time. If we again use a 
televised political debate as an example, the tweets from the audience can be used during 
the event both directly as questions and in the form of blog rolls, where a selected part of 
the tweets is featured at the bottom of the screen for the rest of the audience to read. If 
live-tweeting is viewed as a communal social event, the practice can have great signifi-
cance for the experience of the audience. As they engage in dialogue with other non-elite 
users, the event transforms into a socializing experience instead of one only viewed via 
broadcast and confined to the physical place of their own home. Another term used to 
describe the erosion of participant and audience is that of ‘produsage’ – the process of 
open participation in an ad hoc meritocracy (Bruns, 2008).

Of course, there is still the possibility for one to remain a passive audience member 
(also known as a lurker) on Twitter as well (Preece et al., 2004) and thereby not take 
advantage of all the technical possibilities of the platform. Although this is the reality for 
a part of the audience, research conducted on live-tweeting in various national settings 
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shows that a substantial part of the audience participates. During the televised election 
debate in Britain, more than 47,000 Twitter accounts produced tweets in the course of the 
debate (Chadwick, 2011a), a result that is mirrored in other national contexts (Hawthorne 
et al., 2013; Kalsnes et al., 2014).

It is relevant to question whether the participatory turn alters the possibilities for ordi-
nary members of the public to influence the live event. In an analysis of a presidential 
primary debate in the United States (Hawthorne et al., 2013), Twitter is not identified as 
a place in which the public creates its own frame, but instead it follows the frame set out 
in the televised debate and carried on by the elite presence on Twitter. Chadwick under-
lines this conclusion by asserting that, although the primary power of definition still lies 
with the political elite, SNSs have allowed the average person to have a greater influence 
(Chadwick, 2011a; Chadwick, 2013). This is made possible by the mainstream media 
who to a greater extent incorporate the opinions of the ordinary Twitter user into their 
live coverage.

A widely used and contested notion regarding new media is often expressed in the 
terminology of innovation/equalization versus normalization, hypothesizing that new 
media will lead, respectively, to a democratization of the public sphere or merely rein-
force existing structural arrangements of power and participation (Larsson, 2013a). 
Studies have so far primarily shown support for the normalization hypothesis (Chen 
and Smith, 2011; Larsson, 2013a; Vergeer et al., 2011), but this has not stopped notions 
of new changing roles for both broadcast and the audience. In addition, studies have 
shown the emergence of a power-law distribution, meaning that the most prominent 
actors receive a disproportionally large amount of attention, or in the case of Twitter, 
re-tweets and mentions (Hawthorne et al., 2013).

Event-as-participation

Figure 2 is an attempt to visualize the dynamics of event-as-participation in a conceptual 
frame for understanding live-tweeting. The inspiration from Scannell is evident, as the 
traditional understanding of how diverse forms of media mediate between the original 
event (the event-in situ) and the event as it is experienced in another physical place (the 
event-as-broadcast) is kept. In a sense, the doubling of places shows a process of media-
tization since the mediation of an event alters social interaction among what traditionally 
has been labeled the audience and creates a dailiness in the lives of the audience as  
they orient themselves to fit the schedule of the media (Scannell, 1996: 149–151). This 
process is also described by others as a process changing many societal institutions 
(Strömbäck, 2008).

With the diffusion of newer media technologies and the erosion of traditional notions 
of performer and audience, media practices have evolved and become hyper-mediatized, 
which has the potential to completely alter forms of communication and interaction. In 
this process, the temporal factor has regained importance as the practice is performed 
synchronously, in real time. In the figure, this dimension is illustrated by placing the new 
practice of live-commentary right beside the media as a mediator of the event. I have 
termed this dimension event-as-participation. The intermingling of actors is also indicated 
by the box labeled ‘event-as-participation’ that overrides the physical boundaries of all the 



1076 Media, Culture & Society 38(7)

actors. A distinguishing feature of the concept, however, is that the practice allows for not 
just the passive social augmentation of lurking, but more importantly, also active social 
augmentation. Live-tweeting also exerts a great influence on the all the components of the 
concept. I have recounted above how earlier the double articulation of an event impacted 
the original event and the media who broadcasted the event at the planning stage of the 
event. With the diffusion of live-tweeting, all three categories of actors (the actors present 
at the event, the actors not present, and the media outlets) are potentially affected during 
the actual event. The event in question can be influenced both directly, by incorporating 
the online comments into the event, and indirectly, by being affected by the persuasion 
taking place on the augmented platform. Finally, the public – the people formerly known 
as ‘the audience’ – gain the opportunity to influence events as they take place and thereby 
help create a simultaneous communal experience and perhaps an experience of a slightly 
narrower gap between themselves and the decision-makers.

Concluding remarks

In the last two decades, fundamental changes have occurred in the political communica-
tions system in which an increasingly complex media system has emerged. The media, 
politicians, and the public alike have explored the practices afforded by new technology, 
thereby supervening older forms of political communication. While some scholars have 
focused on the content of the messages that politicians disperse to the public, and others 
have been concerned with the democratic implications of these new developments, much 
less attention has been devoted to how we are to theoretically interpret the new practices 
without losing sight of the complex interplay of the social, spatial, and temporal arrange-
ments of society. The framework presented here makes no claim to have conceptualized 
the diverse range of practices related to the Internet, but only attempts to encapsulate one 
emerging practice: the act of commenting on televised political events in real time on the 
platform Twitter. In other words, I ask what live-tweeting during political events means 
for our understanding of place, social roles, and participation.

Figure 2. Event-as-participation.
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In the course of this article, I have argued that the notion of event-as-participation is 
fruitful for interpreting live-tweeting in three ways. First, a pluralization of place has 
occurred as Twitter becomes a forum for an augmented discussion of political events. 
This article does not impose a sharp division between online and offline places but views 
Twitter as an augmented platform in which discussion from the original event is boosted 
and magnified. Second, the intermingling of politicians, journalists, and the public cre-
ates a sense of context collapse whereby the public can actually address the people they 
are talking about, which serves as a potential modifier of extreme statements, and politi-
cians face the challenge of communicating with voters, their support base, their col-
leagues, and reporters at the same time. Although this task can be daunting, live-tweeting 
also fosters an erosion of traditional social roles, letting the public address their political 
representatives directly in an unprecedented form and become participants in the aug-
mented event. Simultaneously, live-tweeting also creates a communal social event 
between the viewers where politicians can choose to observe and take inspiration from 
the public. Finally, the temporal arrangement of an event is also altered as the settings are 
affected in real time as the event unfolds.

This new interplay between known dynamics has been created by a new practice of 
live-tweeting situated in a broader perspective as part of a new media system in which 
older and newer media logics alternate between competition and cooperation. Live-
tweeting as a ‘reserved domain’ carries elements of both logics, as it is dominated by 
elites that act as the nodes of the networks by their mentions and re-tweets, but still has 
room for the non-elite to make their mark. In this sense, it can be argued that live-tweet-
ing as ‘event-as-participation’ entails both support for the hypothesis of normalization of 
politics as the political elite gain yet another platform on which to assert their role in the 
public debate and support for the innovation hypothesis since the possibilities to make an 
impact on the political system for the average citizen have increased. In the 2010 British 
general elections, this manifested itself via vox-pop on Facebook and Twitter and also as 
an advantage for backbenchers in parliament who were able to gain media attention due 
to their online presence (Chadwick, 2011a). It is not far-fetched to imagine that, as live-
commentary becomes an integral part of political communication, a divergent range of 
actors will use it more and more strategically to spread their message, thereby reinforc-
ing the opposing tendencies.

All in all, conceptualizing live-tweeting as event-as-participation provides an effec-
tive way of visualizing a practice that is fast becoming an integral part of political com-
munication, but empirical studies are imperative to make visible the usefulness of the 
notion and the extent to which the potential of the practice is being realized.
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Note

1. Goffman uses dramaturgical metaphors, naming the individuals or audience members ‘per-
formers’, each with their own logics and behaviors, and the settings where the performance 
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takes place as either front stage or backstage. As in a theater, front stage is where the perfor-
mance occurs, and the back region can be conceived of as the place where the performance is 
prepared (Goffman, 1959: 109, 114; Meyrowitz, 1985, 29).
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