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Abstract. Practices referred to as “lifestreaming” facilitated by networked
technologies have become central for the establishment of social embeddedness
and acceptance among Taiwanese and Austrian youth. However, the “always
on” paradigm is not exclusively experienced in a positive way. Reciprocal
action forming the basis for presence in non-co-present situation becomes
an uninterruptable and ubiquitous task, which puts the young actors under
pressure. This research note focuses on ambivalences resulting from the
pressure of reciprocity in converging media environments.
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Introduction

Practices relating to converging media technologies have become constitutive
for the construction of intimacy in contemporary societies. The increasing
“mediatisation of the everyday lives” (Krotz, 2007) of the young urban middle
classin highly technologized countries in East Asia and Europe has rendered the
boundaries between the online and offline sphere obsolete. A new “in-between”
way of being, which Licoppe (2004) refers to as “connected presence” induced
by mobile phone use, has re-configured social arrangements of presence and
absence. Mobile network technologies enable the users to establish and maintain
connectedness with others while on the move. The complexity of this new type
of presence is further enhanced as multiple social media platforms and chat
applications can simultaneously be accessed via the smartphone. This bolsters
“multimodal communication” (Cui, 2016: 19), supplementing co-present
interaction. Practices referred to as “lifestreaming” facilitated by network
technologies have become central for the establishment of social embeddedness
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and acceptance among Taiwanese and Austrian youth. Nevertheless, although
this connectedness can be regarded as a basic need of adolescents (Taylor, 1997:
15), the “always on” paradigm is not exclusively experienced in a positive way.
Reciprocal action forming the basis for presence in non-co-present situation
becomes an uninterruptable and ubiquitous task, which puts the young actors
under pressure and stress (Beyens, 2016). This research note focuses on
ambivalences resulting from the pressure of reciprocity in converging media
environments. In this context, culturally framed social norms of reciprocity as
well as technological affordances might play an essential role. The paper refers
to an ongoing transcultural study examining practices of digitally mediated
intimacy among young people in urban areas in Taiwan and Austria.

Lifestreaming — Connected Presence in Practice

Lifestreaming is a notion referring to practices involving cross-platform mobile
messaging applications, which facilitate the closed, private exchange of messages,
pictures, texts, videos and audio notes (David, 2013), building the basis for “connected
presence” (Licoppe, 2004), basically referring to as a condition where multiple
technologies connect various actors transcending temporal and spatial boundaries.
Following the approach of polymedia (Madianou, 2014), media technologies
are conceptualized as environments and their consequences for communication
practices. Thus, the focus is directed towards how users treat media as integrated
environments of affordances. Due to technologically facilitated accessibility
and availability, seamless connectivity has become more an imperative than
a choice, as being digitally present decides whether an actor is included into
or excluded from a community. In contrast to traditional forms, postmodern
forms of community are strongly based on affective qualities such as dedication,
individual decision, and imagination (Maffesoli, 1996). As common knowledge
decreases under postmodern conditions, a community has to be continuously
reaffirmed by communication. In other terms: communities of communication
replace communities of knowledge, as Knoblauch (2008) stresses. Reciprocity
as a basic relational mechanism (Stegbauer, 2011: 24) is gaining importance in
converging media environments, as it is constitutive for the actors’ existence.
It is the mutual flow of information which — besides the individually perceived
intensity of emotions — decides how the quality of a relationship is experienced.
It will be argued that in the context of multimodal communication reciprocity
defined as “mutual exchange” transforms into a mechanism regulating and
measuring presence but also emotional connectedness. In the Chinese context,
it is the continuum of symmetrical/asymmetrical relationships which frames
the norm of reciprocity. This means that the pressure of reciprocity is higher
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in asymmetrical relationships than in symmetrical ones (Lim & Lim, 2003: 35).
Therefore, this paper addresses the question if practices of reciprocity vary among
the Taiwanese and the Austrian respondents.

Currently, Western core concepts ofsociality are challenged by new forms of object-
centred sociality (Knorr-Cetina, 2001): In advanced media cultures, an increasing
number of everyday social interactions take place in “synthetic situations” (Knorr-
Cetina, 2009: 69) — “an environment augmented (and temporalized) by fully or
partially scoped components (...)”. As Karin Knorr-Cetina (2009: 64) points out, co-
presence is created by response presence. In this context, lifestreaming is regarded
as scopic practice, monitoring oneself and others, anticipating possibly relevant
information for interaction, and enabling retrospective observation through a
synopsis of information.

Short-Williams—Christie (1976) classify media according to their potential to
articulate “presence”. While media technologies characterized by high social
presence are experienced as warm and intimate (Stafford-Hillyer, 2012: 293),
those with low social presence are more adequate for informational exchange.
The distinction between informational and affective interaction does not apply
to converging media environments as diverse modes of communication merge
into multimodal communication. From the perspective of “media richness
theory”, chat applications and messengers can be classified as “rich” and
“effective” as they enable immediate feedback and response (Daft-Lengel—
Trevino, 1987). Due to the multiplication of interactional contexts, this might
also lead to complications.

Methods of Data Collection

This on-going transcultural study addresses the practices and meanings
of lifestreaming among young people in Taiwan and Austria by examining
communicative modes and figurations (Hasebrink, 2004). In the process of data
collection, a triangulation of methods comprising qualitative and quantitative
methods was applied. A total of 40 narrative interviews (20 in Kaohsiung,
Taiwan; 20 in Vienna, Austria) and four focus groups were conducted among
students between 18 and 25 years of age from 2011 to 2013 to uncover globalized
practices as well as cultural differences with regard to the use of converging media
technologies as lifestreaming tools. The sample consisted of undergraduate and
graduate students with a homogeneous socio-economic middle-class background.
After identifying and interweaving categories in the process of data analysis, the
results were interpreted drawing on the theoretical background. Consequently, a
standardized online questionnaire (n = 500, Taiwan and Austria) was applied to
complement the results of the qualitative study.
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Results

As 3G services had already been launched in 2003, mobile Internet is one of the
main methods of Internet connection among young Taiwanese users (Internet
World Stats, 2015). Similarly, in Austria, it is mainly the young population who
is accessing the Internet via mobile devices. As mobile access to online services
increasingly dominates communicative practices, mobile-oriented applications
such as WhatsApp, Line, and Facebook Messenger gain relevance for young
people in Europe and Asia-Pacific. The popularity of chat applications among
Austrian and Taiwanese adolescents is also documented by this survey: 75 per
cent of the Austrian as well as the Taiwanese population contact their friends
via a chat application. While Line is the most frequently used chat application
among the Taiwanese population (83%), WhatsApp ranks first among the
Austrian adolescents (76%). Using Facebook on the smartphone is still more
popular among the Taiwanese population (Tw: 80%, At: 57%).

The results of the current study point to the fact that response presence, which
is based on reciprocal action, replaces physical co-presence in converging media
environments.

Lifestreaming — referring to practices of sharing and exchanging images,
stickers, texts, audio notes, and videos — dominates the communicative modes
of young people in Austria and Taiwan. This also points to the general tendency
in advanced media cultures of the omnipresence of pictures recoding cultural
space with what is referred to as “iconic turn” (Mitchell, 1992). Following an
“imperative of visibility” (Hartmann, 2003: 49), presence has to be visualized.
Pictures are important for “sharing presence”, which is constitutive for “affective
communities” or “neo-tribes” (Maffesoli 1996), which build on shared emotional
experience rather than geographical proximity.

Da-yo, a 21-year-old student from Kaohsiung, explains what he likes to share
via Line:

“T express my feelings using photos and videos. (...) If I visit an interesting
place, which impresses me, I take a picture. And then I share it because it shows
something I like.”

For the Austrian respondents, the speed of reciprocity indicates the level
of intimacy of a relationship. The faster the communication partner replies to
a message, the closer the relationship is perceived. In close relationships (i.e.
romantic partnership), it is expected that the communication partner answers as
fast as possible, as a 25-year-old female interviewee from Vienna outlines: “If you
are writing, you actually reply immediately, as soon as you see it.” This tightened
norm of reciprocity increases the pressure of having to respond and leads to a
feeling of being under surveillance. Therefore Anna, a female interviewee from
Vienna, criticizes the indication if a person is online: “I do not think that it is
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good. On the one hand, it is good for me, if I can see it, but not good if someone
else can see my status.”

The “seen” function, indicating that a (potential) communication partner
has read a message, can also lead to feelings of frustration, as an interviewee
from Vienna describes: “I find it stupid to see that the other person has read my
message, because it can be frustrating.”

As the smartphone is carried close to the body and continually interacts with
the owner by vibrating, blinking, or sending other signals, it is difficult to escape
the pressure of reciprocity.

The results of the online survey show that the Taiwanese respondents expect
their communication partners to answer faster than the Austrian respondents.

Most of the Taiwanese respondents said that they would expect an answer to a
short message they had sent “within 15 minutes” (22%) or even “immediately”
(18%), while most Austrian respondents expected an answer “within 24 hours”
(34%).

What further adds to complexity is that individuals simultaneously have to
be present and act within multiple contexts of interaction: In physical space,
users have to interact with co-present others while at the same time having
conversations in “phone spaces” or “chat spaces” with absent others and (inter)
acting within “networked publics” (boyd 2007).

Tensions

Technological affordances engender an “always on mentality”, as all interviewees
describe being fully accustomed to “seamless connectivity” — “to immediately
know what is going on and where in every minute. I am not used to not having
this (connectivity), I am conditioned to have it!” (male student from Vienna, 23
years old).

As the interviewees pointed out, there is a heavily present tension between the
strong need for uninterrupted connection with others and feeling the pressure of
having to be available. On the one hand, lifestreaming practices support social
proximity based on new modes of emotional expression. On the other hand, the
young users experience a loss of privacy (“I am never alone”), peer pressure (“fear
of missing out”), growing impatience, and new routines (“checking behaviour” or
“fluid dating practices”).

Being cut off the line results in feelings of being excluded from information
flows, which is put on the same level with being excluded from sociality. One
interviewee explains why it is so important for her to be “connected”:
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It depends on where I am. If I visit my grandparents abroad who do not have
any Internet at home and you do not have your mobile phone with you...
and then you are spending four days there, you do not know anything about
what is going on in the world, well, admittedly you know what is going
on in the world, but not what is happening within your circle of friends.
Communication is missing.

Conclusions

In the context of “multimodal communication”, the pressure of being “digitally
present” has increased due to the introduction of control features such as the
“seen” or “last online” function on messengers and chat applications, indicating
whether or not a communication partner is or has been present. On the one hand,
these functions enhance the feeling of situational control, which is limited due
to the absence of other cues. As users can see if their communication partner(s)
is/are online on chat and messenger applications, social presence as well as
trust are enhanced. Furthermore, immediate feedback and response afforded by
converging media technologies enhances the “richness” of communication, as
outlined by media richness theory (Daft-Lengel-Trevino, 1987).

On the other hand, these functions engender feelings of privacy restriction.
As presence exclusively depends on response presence and technology affords
seamless availability and accessibility as well as control mechanisms, actors are
constantly concerned with keeping personal scope and privacy.

While from the perspective of the Taiwanese respondents it is more important to
answer quickly in the context of a weaker tied relationship, the Austrian respondents
viewed it as a characteristic for intimate relationships to have uninterrupted contact
with a high speed of reciprocity. These differences might be interpreted as pointing
towards culturally framed norms of reciprocity. While in the Chinese context, the
pressure of reciprocity is higher in formal relationships, in the European context,
it might be higher in intimate relationships. On the other hand, expectations of fast
reaction among the Taiwanese respondents might also be regarded as a reflection of
a more advanced stage of hyper-acceleration in Taiwanese society.
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