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Abstract. The live streaming industry has become an emerging global giant,
especially in China and North America, bringing in huge profits every year. Live
streamer follows this trend into a new and popular profession. However, streamers’
professional identity is underexplored. We fill this gap in the literature based on the
dramaturgical theory proposed by Goffman in The Presentation of Self in Every-
day Life. The essay describes the synchronicity between streamers’ professional
identity and professional self-presentation. Several issues of streamers’ profes-
sional identities construction have been discussed, including character interaction,
presentation of multiple identities, impression management, and the blurring of
frontstage and backstage.
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1 Introduction

Since the mid-2010s, the live streaming industry has grown into a global behemoth:
31 million average daily visitors, averaging 2.5 million viewers at any moment [1].
China’s live streaming industry had reached $3bn in revenue by 2017, with over one
hundred companies offering the service [2]. However, streamers’ professional identity
is underexplored. This essay describes the synchronicity between streamers’ profes-
sional identity and professional self-presentation. Drawing on The Presentation of Self
in Everyday Life by Goffman, it then discusses the key issues: character interaction, pre-
sentation of multiple identities, impression management, and the blurring of frontstage
and backstage.

2 Literature Review

Goffman used many performance terms to explain the presentation of the socialised
features of the self. Goffman [3] aimed to provide a universally applicable framework
for examining social interactions and reflecting modern people’s everyday lives.
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Goffman’s work provides an interpretive framework for self-presentation and iden-
tity, which scholars have refined to suit different contexts. Bullingham and Vasconcelos
[4] showed that the performance theory applies online; the high potential for self-editing
on the Internet invites the further development of Goffman’s framework. Pearson [5]
combined Goffman’s dramaturgical theory with Granovetter’s concept of social ties,
indicating that online identity construction is a deliberate performance, and that social
networks can foster fluid and playful identity construction. In an offline context, Donley
and Jackson [6] examined the stigmatisation of vagrants, using Goffman’s stigma theory
and the personal front as theoretical frameworks to show how individuals consciously or
unconsciously present themselves in ways that elicit a particular response from others.
Goffman [3] believed that playing an appropriate role for a special context and a chosen
purpose produces ‘coherence’. Heinrich [7], conversely, points out how a new presen-
tation of self arises when identity and language are incoherent. Lipovsky [8], based on
a qualitative analysis of four interviews, found that both the systematic approach and
politeness theory were useful for identifying key factors and explaining participants’
motivations.

The application of Goffman’s ideas to the construction of streamers’ professional
identity is under-researched. This essay fills a gap in the literature analysing a variety of
streamers and identifying the key issues of professional identity construction.

3 Applying Goffman’s Framework to Streamers’ Professional
Identity Construction in the Context of Presenting
the Professional Self

Goffman [3 p. 253] argued that the mechanism of self-presentation consists of back-
stage control, team collusion, audience tact, etc. By extension, streamers’ professional
self- presentation may involve needing to play a character in order to deliver an impres-
sion. It can therefore be separated into various components: interaction, back region
control, multiple roles, specific settings, etc. This section will discuss the key issues of
professional identity construction.

3.1 The Interaction is the Performance

Goffman [3] defined “social actors” as people who try to achieve a specific purpose by
playing an appropriate role in their interactions with others. Streamers play a character
that constantly interacts with the audience in various forms. During a live stream, various
interactive activities occur, such as sharing emotions, playing games, and communicating
information [9]. For example, [10] e-commerce streamers communicate with viewers in
a multi-sensory way: viewers can hear the sound and see the action, and the streamer can
see the real-time text messages sent by the viewer. This process constitutes the streamers’
performance in the ‘drama’. Caza and Creary [11] propose that professional identity is
constructed subjectively, influenced by interpersonal interactions. Pratt [12] illustrates
how ‘doing, acting, and iterating’ in social contexts play an active role in individuals’
professional identity construction. Interaction as performance is therefore a key issue in
professional identity construction.
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3.2 The Presentation of Multiple Professional Identities

Live streamers have a professional identity due to their online persona created as their
brand, and due to live streaming’s compatibility with other platforms and forms of media,
live streamers’ persona can be considered a personal brand with a multiple identities
structure. According to [11] Caza and Creary’s classification of multiple professional
identities, streamers with multiple performed selves could be classified under “intersec-
tion”, commonly performing in multiple roles in front of the same audience at the same
time, and delivering a special impression. Often, the audience’s impression of a per-
former is based on their expectations of the character structure. Old Chen is an example.
Police officer Old Chen became popular for his humorous image during an anti-fraud
live promotion, a mission led by the Chinese public security authority to inform citizens
about the knowledge of the prevention of wire fraud, bank card skimming and identity
theft. He later resigned from the police [13] and was accused of making indecent ges-
tures and discriminating against women while live streaming. His dialogue with another
streamer, which has been faithfully translated into English with irrelevant information
filtered out, is excerpted below. (See Table 1).

Here Old Chen has a dual identity: officer and streamer. The officer identity has
largely contributed to the refinement of the streamer identity. Reverence for the police
enabled Chen to give instructions to Streamer 1. This completed the construction of his
identity from a policeman to an anti-fraud streamer. The second phase of Old Chen’s
streamer career came after he resigned from the police. This live recording bringing Old
Chen into disrepute is from a video posted by NetEase News, a popular private Chinese
newsagent, in June 2022. It has been translated into English (see Table 2).

This recording led to Old Chen’s performance collapse. After losing his police iden-
tity, Old Chen’s identity structure has become singular. The content was also no longer
about anti-fraud promotion. This set the stage for Old Chen’s performance disintegration
because his presence had become inconsistent with the audience’s established impres-
sion. The indecent gestures and speech undermined his previous image as a funny, goofy

Table 1. Old Chen’s dialogue with Streamer 1 (Source: China Police Network 2022).

00.03 Old Chen 00.20 Old Chen 00.47 Old Chen

Hello, I'm an anti-fraud I do not say you aren’t a good | That’s good. First of all, the
streamer, please tell me what | cit- izen; I am doing anti-fraud | National Anti-Fraud Centre
streamer you are promotion. App, you guys, please

remember to download. And
when you talk with others
later, tell them to download
this app, a task explained by

Officer Chen
00.13 Streamer 1 00.38 Streamer 1 01.28 Streamer 1
I am a joke, bro, and I am funny. The gifts they send | Yes sir!

law-abiding absolutely. are voluntary. I never cheat
them
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Table 2. The dialogue between Old Chen and Streamer 2 (Source: NetEase News 2022).

00.21 Old Chen 00.25 00.34 Streamer 2

You’re not as popular as me. I | (Old Chen turned around and | Can you dedicate a talent

have 40,000 followers and held his hands up on either show?

yours are all going from my side of his chest).

live room.

00.23 Streamer 2 00.32 Old Chen 00.36 Old Chen

Why do you think less of me? | I would beat myself up over it, | My talent is bluff. You are
okay? what I blow up, you are the

fake.

officer. In Goffman’s terms [3 p. 212], Old Chen’s performance disruption is a form of
‘faux pas’. When his face as a weird and crude performer was imposed on the audience,
the image of his performed self suddenly broke down.

Due to live streaming often being just a singular facet of an influencer’s identity,
there are frequently conflicts in the interplay of the multiple online identities. The dif-
ferent roles in streamers’ character structure are simultaneously present. Those in other
professions use their identity as a streamer as a means to share their expertise and skills.
In other words, a streamer’s other professional identities fuel their streamer character,
providing them with content and subject matter for their live content. For instance, dur-
ing the Covid-19 pandemic, teachers on live platforms educated their students on the
subjects that they taught, pointed out students’ misunderstandings, and answered any
questions that arose [14]. Abbott [15] identifies a defining feature of professional work as
the ability to claim jurisdiction, i.e., the ability to define, judge, and extrapolate expertise.
Back to the case of Old Chen mentioned above, the loss of his identity as a police officer
deprived him of his ability to practice, and have jurisdiction over anti-fraud, but left him
with all of his remaining knowledge on anti-fraud. By extension, when a powerful role
is removed, the legitimacy of identities may become tenuous, indicating that the other
professional identities that streamers have are a symbol of intellectual discourse or a
formality.

3.3 Impression Management OQutside of the Live Room

Frontstage refers to a performance venue, whereas backstage — where the audience
is sure not to burst in — contains crucial secrets of the performance [3 pp. 107-112].
In Goffman’s time, the industrialised Anglo-American society of the 1950s, people’s
social lives took place mainly in indoor spaces, with clear demarcation between front
and back regions. Goffman [3 p. 123] noted that the line separating front and backstage
is everywhere: for example, a home’s bedroom and bathroom are commonly off-limits
to the audience. However, [16] broadcast media have considerably shifted the bound-
aries between frontstage and backstage. Hogan [17] extends Goffman’s dramaturgical
approach to an exhibitional one, arguing that since social networks cannot limit the
time, place and background of the viewer, the front stage has become unpredictable. [18
p. 381] Performances can be extracted from one scene and rescreened in a completely
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new setting. The age of online media has created the role of curators who show only what
they want unknown viewers to watch. The distinction between frontstage and backstage
is therefore only made in relation to a particular performance [3 pp. 127-8].

A professional live streamer interacts with the audience both inside and outside
the live room. They commonly build a face-work, the key factor constructing identity,
through an exhibitional approach. In other words, [18, 19] their self-narrative is shaped
by professional identity, constructed in turn by the mixture of public and private life.
According to Lu et al. [20], live streamers prefer to use instant messaging software
to interact with their fans away from the live room. In fan groups, fans can choose to
reward streamers by direct transfer via PayPal, Alipay, etc., and streamers have said that
they gladly feel the concern and advice of followers. Goffman [21] suggests that the
‘face’ is the positive image that people claim for themselves through their manners in
social interactions, and that the reinforcement of face brings positive emotions to the
performer. Interaction through social media enhances the face-works and the professional
identity as well. Professional streamers commonly post pictures, videos, and remarks on
media platforms, including Instagram, Twitter, Weibo, etc. As a reflection of loyalty to
performance discipline and mindfulness of role, these drive the streamers’ off-air image,
matching the image viewers expect [3 p. 218]. Streamers who exhibit ‘artworks’ off-air
that do not fit their character set may face impression management failures. For instance,
after White, who was the most popular game streamer in China, posted a video of PUBG
on Weibo, accusations of cheating came pouring in, and continued despite his subsequent
explanations. Viewers argued that White, a PUBG novice in his live streaming, could
not be as skilled as he was in the video [22].

Live streamers’ use of social platforms is an extension of the live streaming. This
is not only because of the demand for coherence in impression management, but also
because streamers need to retain followers on other platforms to attract advertisers.
Their off-air activities therefore tend to be enmeshed with their careers. Professional
streamers carefully select ‘artworks’ to exhibit to their target audiences, although here
the audience is an abstraction — their time-space-identity is unpredictable. This is a
method of managing the impressions which the imagined audience beholds. Moreover,
the freedom to express live streamers’ true selves on the Internet therefore becomes the
price of professionalism.

4 Conclusion

The key components that make up the mechanism of professional self-presentation
exist alongside the issues of professional identity construction. The multiple roles that
streamers play make up the professional identity structure. Meanwhile, streamers’ off-air
interaction is an extension of their live broadcasts. This role-playing, in and outside of the
live streaming, constructs the streamer’s identity. Finally, streamers’ special equipment
is the mark of professionalism. Future research could use semi-structured interviews
with streamers, and more fully explore the issues in professional identity in relation to
Goffman’s other theories, such as framing theory.



Goffman on Professional Self-presentation: The Key Issues of Streamers’ 139

References

10.

11.

12.

13.

14.

15.

16.

. TWITCH. Press Center. Online. 2022. [Accessed 22 October 2022]. Available from: https://

www.twitch.tv/p/press-center/

. THE ECONOMIST. China’s new craze for live-streaming. The Economist. Online. 9 Feb-

ruary 2017. [Accessed 20 October 2022]. Available from: https://www.economist.com/spe
cial-report/2017/02/09/chinas-new-craze-for-live-streaming

. GOFFMAN, Erving. The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life. New York: Anchor Books,

1959. ISBN 9780385094023.

. BULLINGHAM, Liam and VASCONCELOS, Ana C. “The presentation of self in the online

world”: Goftman and the study of online identities. Journal of Information Science. 4 January
2013. Vol. 39, no. 1, p. 101-112. https://doi.org/10.1177/0165551512470051.

. PEARSON, Erika. All the World Wide Web’s a stage: The performance of identity in online

social networks. First Monday. 25 February 2009. Vol. 14, no. 3. https://doi.org/10.5210/fm.
v14i3.2162.

. DONLEY, Amy and JACKSON, Emmanuel. Blending In: The Presentation of Self Among

Homeless Men in A Gentrifying Environment. Theory in Action. 31 January 2014. Vol. 7,
no. 1, p. 46-64. https://doi.org/10.3798/tia.1937-0237.14003.

. HEINRICH, Patrick. New presentations of self in everyday life: Linguistic transgressions

in England, Germany, and Japan. In: Identity and Dialect Performance. London: Routledge,
2017. pp. 210-225.

. LIPOVSKY, Caroline. Candidates’ negotiation of their expertise in job interviews. Journal of

Pragmatics. August 2006. Vol. 38, no. 8, pp. 1147-1174. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.pragma.
2005.05.007.

. LI Yiand PENG, Yi. What Drives Gift-giving Intention in Live Streaming? The Perspec-tives

of Emotional Attachment and Flow Experience. International Journal of Human—Computer
Interaction. 14 February 2021. Vol. 37, no. 14, pp. 1317-1329. https://doi.org/10.1080/104
47318.2021.1885224.

WANG, Ye, LU, Zhicong, CAO, Peng, CHU, Jingyi, WANG, Haonan and WATTENHOFER,
Roger. How Live Streaming Changes Shopping Decisions in E-commerce: A Study of Live
Streaming Commerce. Computer Supported Cooperative Work (CSCW). 6 September 2022.
pp. 1-29. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10606-022-09439-2.

CAZA, Brianna Barker and CREARY, Stephanie. The construction of professional identity. In:
Perspectives on Contemporary Professional Work. Edward Elgar Publishing, 2016. pp. 259—
285.

PRATT, Michael G. Rethinking identity construction processes in organizations: Three ques-
tions to consider. Constructing identity in and around organizations. In: Constructing Identity
In And Around Organizations. London: Oxford University Press, 2013. pp. 21-49.
TELLER REPORT. “Anti-fraud police officer Lao Chen” Resigned: 1 made a
wrong deci-sion. Online. 24 April 2022. [Accessed 22 October 2022]. Avail-
able from: https://www.tellerreport.com/life/2022-04-24-anti-fraud-police-officer-lao-chen-
resigned--i-made-a-wrong-decision.rJeQH6czSc.html

CHEN, Xinyue, CHEN, Si, WANG, Xu and HUANG, Yun. “I was afraid, but now I enjoy
being a streamer!” Proceedings of the ACM on Human-Computer Interaction. 5 January 2021.
Vol. 4, no. CSCW3, pp. 1-32. https://doi.org/10.1145/3432936.

ABBOTT, Andrew. The system of professions: an essay on the division of expert labor.
Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1988. ISBN 9780226000695.
THORNBORROW, Joanna and HAARMAN, Louann. Backstage activities as frontstage
news. European Journal of Communication. December 2012. Vol. 27, no. 4, pp. 376-394.
https://doi.org/10.1177/0267323112459529.


https://www.twitch.tv/p/press-center/
https://www.economist.com/special-report/2017/02/09/chinas-new-craze-for-live-streaming
https://doi.org/10.1177/0165551512470051
https://doi.org/10.5210/fm.v14i3.2162
https://doi.org/10.3798/tia.1937-0237.14003
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.pragma.2005.05.007
https://doi.org/10.1080/10447318.2021.1885224
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10606-022-09439-2
https://www.tellerreport.com/life/2022-04-24-anti-fraud-police-officer-lao-chen-resigned{-}{-}i-made-a-wrong-decision.rJeQH6czSc.html
https://doi.org/10.1145/3432936
https://doi.org/10.1177/0267323112459529

140

17.

18.

19.

20.

21.

22.

Y. Zhang

HOGAN, Bernie. The Presentation of Self in the Age of Social Media: Distinguishing Per-
formances and Exhibitions Online. Bulletin of Science, Technology & Society. November
2010. Vol. 30, no. 6, pp. 377-386. https://doi.org/10.1177/0270467610385893.

FAWKES, Johanna. Performance and Persona: Goffman and Jung’s approaches to profes-
sional identity applied to public relations. Public Relations Review. December 2015. Vol. 41,
no. 5, pp. 675-680. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.pubrev.2014.02.011.

KASPERIUNIENE, Judita and ZYDZIUNAITE, Vilma. A Systematic Literature Review on
Professional Identity Construction in Social Media. SAGE Open. January 2019. Vol. 9, no.
1, p. 215824401982884. https://doi.org/10.1177/2158244019828847.

LU, Zhicong, XIA, Haijun, HEO, Seongkook and WIGDOR, Daniel. You Watch, You Give,
and You Engage. Proceedings of the 2018 CHI Conference on Human Factors in Computing
Systems - CHI ‘18. 2018. pp. 1-13. https://doi.org/10.1145/3173574.3174040.

ERVING GOFFMAN. Interaction ritual: essays on face-to-face behaviour. London: Allen
Lane, The Penguin Press, 1972. ISBN 9780713902655.

SIHAI Network. What’s the matter with the event of “five five five openings”. Online. 26
November 2019. [Accessed 24 October 2022]. Available from: https://en.4hw.com.cn/644/
9501.html

Open Access This chapter is licensed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution-
NonCommercial 4.0 International License (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/),
which permits any noncommercial use, sharing, adaptation, distribution and reproduction in any
medium or format, as long as you give appropriate credit to the original author(s) and the source,
provide a link to the Creative Commons license and indicate if changes were made.

The images or other third party material in this chapter are included in the chapter’s Creative

Commons license, unless indicated otherwise in a credit line to the material. If material is not
included in the chapter’s Creative Commons license and your intended use is not permitted by
statutory regulation or exceeds the permitted use, you will need to obtain permission directly from
the copyright holder.


https://doi.org/10.1177/0270467610385893
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.pubrev.2014.02.011
https://doi.org/10.1177/2158244019828847
https://doi.org/10.1145/3173574.3174040
https://en.4hw.com.cn/644/9501.html
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/

	Goffman on Professional Self-presentation: The Key Issues of Streamers’ Professional Identity Construction
	1 Introduction
	2 Literature Review
	3 Applying Goffman’s Framework to Streamers’ Professional Identity Construction in the Context of Presenting the Professional Self
	3.1 The Interaction is the Performance
	3.2 The Presentation of Multiple Professional Identities
	3.3 Impression Management Outside of the Live Room

	4 Conclusion
	References




