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Abstract
This study draws on tourism literature and current examples to propose that the 
emergence of Travel Live Streaming (TLS) provides new affordances for live 
streamers, viewers, and sponsors. Despite its increasing popularity and the new 
opportunities for communication and marketing in tourism, TLS has received lim-
ited attention in the academic literature. The aim of this paper is to use affordances 
theory to understand some of the key features and benefits of TLS. It is argued that 
TLS affordances include temporal, spatial, interactive, and media affordances. These 
affordances support new opportunities and actions for travel live streamers, view-
ers, and sponsors. The paper proposes an affordance-based TLS framework and con-
cludes with three propositions to guide future research directions.

Keywords Travel live streaming · Affordance · Tourism experience · Interaction · 
Performance · Information and Communication Technologies (ICTs)

1 Introduction

Live streaming has been defined as individuals (broadcasters) recording and 
broadcasting video in real time, enabling multi-modal (video, image and text) 
interactions between live streamers and viewers (Hu et al. 2017). Live streaming 
combines video and audio with online platforms that allow content creators to 
broadcast in real time while engaging with viewers through synchronous interac-
tions between live streamers and viewers (Thorburn 2014). In a culture obsessed 
with ‘nowness’ (Buhalis and Sinarta 2019), live streaming is becoming increas-
ingly prevalent on many social networking sites (e.g., Facebook Live, Twitch, 
TikTok). Recent research has begun to explore the marketing applications of live 
streaming (Wongkitrungrueng et  al. 2020). In the tourism field, live streaming 
is increasingly used by social media influencers (SMIs), travel bloggers, travel 
agents and tourism destinations as a new channel for creating and circulating 
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travel experiences, selling products, or promoting destinations. This has led to 
the emergence of ‘travel live streaming’ (TLS), where content creators use live 
streaming to broadcast their tourism activities, capture destination landscapes, 
and interact with others in real time.

TLS is gaining the attention of tourism destinations (e.g., the Melbourne 
Remote Control Tourist Campaign), online travel agencies (e.g., C-trip), and sev-
eral social media platforms. Hard hit by the 2020 COVID-19 pandemic, some 
sectors of the tourism industry have employed TLS to keep potential travellers 
engaged. For instance, in lieu of actual experiences, Tourism Australia launched 
‘Live from Aus.’ to live stream tourism experiences across social media channels 
(Tourism Australia 2020). Similarly, China’s largest online travel company, Trip.
com, initiated ‘Boss Live Session’ hosted by the co-founder, James Liang to pro-
mote domestic travel. One of his live streams at Sanya generated USD 1.4 million 
advance purchases for accommodation within one hour (Zhu 2020). Despite the 
increasing significance of live streaming in the tourism industry, the topic has not 
received a careful and systematic exploration in terms of what constitutes TLS.

While TLS can be studied from many perspectives, affordance theory offers 
a useful way to initially explore the topic. The notion of affordances was origi-
nally derived from ecological psychology to describe how the properties of an 
object or environment can be used to support the actions of individuals (Gibson 
1979; Norman 1988). Affordance theory has been recognised as a useful perspec-
tive for describing how individuals use technological artefacts (Blewett and Hugo 
2016; Hutchby 2001), depending on users’ characteristics, goals and context 
of use (Leonardi 2012). The tourism literature has recently adopted affordance 
theory to consider human–environment interactions (Chen and Wu 2021), and 
human–computer interfaces (Lei et al. 2019).

This paper adopts the position that the use of live streaming is a socio-tech-
nological phenomenon that depicts the relationship between participants’ social 
behaviours (e.g., live streamer–viewers interaction) and the technological envi-
ronment (Lu et al. 2019). Cabiddu et al. (2014) pointed out that affordances are 
a powerful means to study socio-technical phenomena. The affordance lens thus 
provides an analytical tool to broaden the understanding of live streaming in tour-
ism. In this study, we specifically focus on identifying TLS affordances and how 
these affordances provided abilities for TLS participants. For instance, travel live 
streamers can create authentic tourism-related content, viewers can interact in 
real time with travel live streamers, and sponsors can realise strategic and opera-
tional goals. We therefore define TLS as an interactive form of socio-technical 
practice characterised by the real-time production and consumption of visual 
tourism media through a live streaming platform.

To understand what TLS involves, the objectives of this study are to: (1) apply 
affordance theory to analyse TLS; (2) ascertain how TLS participants behave 
through their afforded actions when involved in TLS; and (3) develop an affor-
dance-based framework to show the relationships between TLS participants. The 
paper concludes with several propositions and opportunities for future research.
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2  Live streaming and TLS

2.1  Live streaming and its application

Traditionally, live streams were limited to television broadcasts; however, recent 
advances in technology (e.g., video compression algorithms, data transformation 
systems) have supported the development of live streaming as a new form of vis-
ual communication through social media platforms (e.g., Facebook Live, YouTube 
Live, and TikTok). Like most trending phenomena, live streaming has been applied 
to a range of research contexts. Examples include game streaming (Kaytoue et al. 
2012; Taylor 2018), live streaming e-commerce and service (Scheibe et  al. 2016; 
Wongkitrungrueng and Assarut 2018), and e-sports (Burroughs and Rama 2015). 
However, the scope of these studies focused mainly on the technical structure of 
live streaming, with some exceptions that focused on social foundations which 
might explain the mechanisms of live streaming (Hilvert-Bruce et  al. 2018; Lim 
et al. 2020). Another line of research examined the content creators (live streamers) 
and viewers by exploring participatory culture (Zhou et al. 2019), viewers motiva-
tions for watching (Todd and Melancon 2018), and gift-sending behaviour (Yu et al. 
2018).

2.2  Travel Live Streaming (TLS)

Rather than a single technology, TLS is a mix of different types of technology that 
integrate several media forms. With the affordances and ubiquity of mobile devices 
(e.g., smart phones and mobile apps), live streamers can stream content from any 
location and engage with physical environments. Typical TLS involves a travel live 
streamer who documents travel experiences in real time through a live streaming 
channel or social media platform. Viewers using the live channel can interact with 
the travel live streamer contemporaneously. For example, Lu et  al. (2019) investi-
gated outdoor live streaming using the Chinese online platform, Douyu, to under-
stand user experiences, such as hiking and fishing. Given its unique features (real-
time viewing experience and interaction), TLS has gained popularity on major social 
media platforms (e.g., Facebook, Instagram, YouTube). Several tourism destinations 
and organisations have used TLS as a marketing or business tactic. For example, 
hotel chain (e.g., Accor) employs live streaming as a ‘visual doorway to a tourist’s 
attention’ to promote services and products. In China, live streaming has also pene-
trated the tourism industry and become popular among social media platforms (e.g., 
TikTok). Despite being increasingly adopted by the tourism industry, particularly 
in Asian destinations (e.g., China, South Korea, and Japan), academic research has 
paid little attention to TLS.

While live streaming is not novel, new insights can be identified by exploring 
how it is applied in the tourism context. Sjöblom et al. (2019) pointed out that the 
live streaming platform, Twitch, provides distinct affordances through technology, 
interaction, and specific environments. This study adopts a similar perspective to 
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argue that participants (travel live streamers, viewers, and sponsors) are able to 
articulate different actions informed by TLS affordances. Affordances need to be 
perceived by participants to realise prospects (Norman 1988). Clarifying, interpret-
ing and integrating TLS affordances extends participants’ needs to move beyond the 
basic premise that live streaming allows streamers to broadcast themselves while 
travelling. The following sections discuss affordance theory and identifies specific 
TLS affordances for different groups of users.

3  Affordance Theory

In the ecological psychology literature, affordance theory in its broadest sense 
explains how an environment provides possibilities for users’ actions (Gibson 1979). 
This notion simultaneously considers the affordances of artefacts (e.g., a mobile 
app) and of the animal-environment system (e.g., a fish and river) (Norman 1988). 
After the notion of affordances was initially developed by psychologists, was quickly 
appropriated in other fields. For example, affordance theory is useful to direct ser-
vice design to enhance customer interaction (Sun et  al. 2019); it is also useful to 
accomplish innovation in tourism organizations through social media (Buckley and 
Akhoundogli 2020). Therefore, affordance theory offers the means to interpret and 
guide potential actions.

Within tourism literature, affordances can be generally categorised into several 
lines of inquiry. The first analysis aligns with the original definition of affordances 
in psychology to examine places affording tourist behaviours. For example, Baeren-
holdt et al. (2004) investigated how the beach affords tourists with actions, such as 
swimming and building sandcastles. The second line of inquiry adopted this theo-
retical lens when investigating digital technology and social media use. For instance, 
Cabiddu et  al. (2014) investigated social media affordances for tourism organisa-
tions to engage customers. Similarly, Lei et al. (2019) utilised technology affordance 
theory to compare hoteliers’ and customers’ perceptions of branded hotel mobile 
apps. More recently, affordance theory has been applied to tourism research as an 
analytic approach (Fesenmaier and Xiang 2017; Tomej and Xiang 2020). These 
studies support the importance of affordance perspective to provide theoretical and 
practical insights into the tourism industry.

This paper builds on previous work by using affordance theory as an ontological 
lens for identifying the existence of affordances that enable the behaviours of three 
groups of TLS participants. These affordances emerge from an amalgam of different 
technological advances in areas such as mobile video capture and compression, stor-
age, transmission, connectivity, and social media.

4  Conceptual development

Building explanations not only helps researchers to understand the phenomenon 
but also assists to establish theoretical understandings to advance a related field 
(Shaw et al. 2018). Based on a literature review that compared emergent concepts, 
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constructs, and theories (Levy and Ellis 2006), this paper employed a conceptual 
systematic approach to describe important concepts and their theoretical relation-
ships (Wacker 1998). The paper draws together three aspects: (1) live streaming and 
TLS; (2) affordance theory and its theoretical foundations underlying TLS affor-
dance; and (3) TLS affordances that enable TLS participants’ behaviours. The con-
ceptual systematic approach is useful for developing propositions for future research 
(Rossi et al. 2018).

The extant literature on live streaming (e.g., Hu et al. 2017; Sjöblom et al. 2019) 
and concepts that inform the affordance perspective, such as affordances of social 
media (e.g., Cabiddu et al. 2014), and digital mediated technologies (e.g., Dinhopl 
and Gretzel 2015, 2016) are used in this paper to develop theoretical foundations. 
Based on this analysis, it is proposed that the technologies which underpin TLS 
result in four important affordances dimensions: temporal, spatial, interactivity, and 
media affordances.

4.1  Temporal affordance

Temporal affordance describes the real-time TLS production and consumption by 
travel live streamers and viewers. Advances in ICTs (e.g., internet connectivity, 
digital devices) allow travel live streamers to stream their travel experiences from 
any location at any time. As Zou (2018) noted, leisure time becomes work time as 
live streaming occurs in an interactive and collaborative environment wherein live 
streamers are constantly contributing content and value. Similarly, Agger (2011) 
proposed that the advent of smartphones creates a different mobility of time, 
‘iTime’, which alters the pre-internet boundaries between public and private, day 
and night, work and leisure. On the other hand, the temporal affordance of TLS is 
more efficient and richer in meaning in that it allows viewers to watch what travel 
live streamers are doing at the tourism destination in real-time. Viewers are offered 
opportunities to organise their viewing schedule and picking the content they want 
to consume from a range of publishers, networks and formats (Recktenwald 2017).

It is important to note that this temporal affordance only exists while a travel 
live stream is being produced and consumed in real-time. If the live stream is made 
available as a recording after the live streaming event has concluded, this tempo-
ral affordance is transformed into a persistence affordance, as discussed in the body 
of scholarly literature on social media affordances (Cabiddu et al. 2014; Treem and 
Leonardi 2013). Persistence affordance emphasises that the information can be 
saved and stored over time, but temporal affordance highlights the distinction of 
TLS from other visual media technologies commonly employed in tourism contexts.

4.2  Spatial affordance

Spatial affordance refers to the capacity to integrate multiple spaces to create a 
hybrid TLS environment. Digital technology brings about a technological change in 
communication and interaction, and offers an ensemble of shifting and fluid expe-
riences in place and space (Jovicic 2019). Dux and Kim (2018) argued that live 
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streaming serves as a virtual ‘third place’ where communities form and grow, with 
viewers using chat rooms to converse, laugh, and joke with each other about con-
tent they are watching. The activities organised around people nearby or location-
based virtual groups, eventually turn all spaces into objects of social production. 
Unlike many other forms of live streaming (e.g. gaming and service) (Li and Peng 
2021; Sjöblom et al. 2019), travel live streamers exhibit elements of their experience 
in public spaces (e.g. tourism destinations), rather than private spaces, such as the 
home. TLS is therefore a real-time event set within several online and offline spaces, 
including the physical site of the tourism destination, the virtual TLS environment 
itself, and the digital host of the TLS.

4.3  Interactivity affordance

Interactivity affordance is related to the way social media is used to enable the com-
munication and engagement capacity of TLS. TLS has gradually become integral to 
many social media platforms with social media being a ‘digital heaven’ for tourism 
(Leung et al. 2013). The literature points out that social media acts as a space where 
people follow, share, rate and discuss tourism-related content (Leung et al. 2013), 
thus creating personalised and contextualised experiences (Buhalis et al. 2019). Fur-
ther, the social media affordance of social connectivity provides users with large and 
instant audiences (Bucher and Helmond 2017).

TLS’s streamers can use the content-sharing affordance of social media to create, 
share, and connect with viewers. Travel live streamers may use hashtags as a signal-
ling cue in a travel live stream’s title (e.g., #traveltoparis). This affordance can help 
travel live streamers to accumulate more viewers and followers. Viewers are also 
able to interact with a travel live streamer through the social interactivity affordance 
of social media. Notably, the interactivity affordance of TLS emphasises the real-
time interaction between travel live streamer and viewers, and also offers viewers the 
ability to direct the travel live streamer’s activity. In other words, TLS often requires 
the live streamer and viewers to cooperate to create experiences through real-time 
interaction. A typical example of this is when viewers direct a live streamer to expe-
rience a specific place or product.

These observations inform how TLS is being supported by social media. This 
study draws on the social media affordance literature to argue that: (1) social media 
is not only an outlet for travel live streamers to post content but also a platform for 
TLS participants to be connected; (2) TLS can be viewed as a product where the 
boundaries of tourism experience are negotiated and challenged to establish a new 
genre of interactive digital tourism.

4.4  Media affordance

Media affordances enable two behaviours in the TLS context: (1) the ability for 
travel live streamers to produce TLS content and communicate with viewers; and (2) 
the ability for viewers to make text comments and watch and listen to TLS content. 
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TLS media affordances also involve the use of visual media, such as video, photos, 
text, and emoticons.

The act of travelling has long correlated positively with a proliferation of visual 
media. Scholars have explored the role of visual media in tourist experiences and 
social relationships produced using digital technology, such as photography and 
videography (Haldrup and Larsen 2003; Scarles 2009). Research has clarified the 
importance of visual media in affording tourist experiences. For example, while 
photography has dominated travellers’ representations of the tourist experience (Lo 
et al. 2011), videography is essential for capturing travellers’ visual representation of 
recreation (Dinhopl and Gretzel 2016). Whereas TLS is closely connected to tourist 
photography and videography, it is not simply a progression of these visual media. 
Although research into visual media offers valuable affordances for understanding 
TLS, the media affordances that differentiate TLS from photography and videogra-
phy need to be acknowledged.

TLS media affordances are consistent with the affordances of visual media 
regarding the use of visual cues to present content. For instance, literature addresses 
the vital role of visual media in representing the tourist experience (Dinhopl and 
Gretzel 2015; Terzidou et al. 2018), although the emphasis has remained on asyn-
chronous posts of static images or videos. A feature of TLS is its ICT-enabled 
affordance to present the visual continuity of the experience in real time, alongside 
synchronous interaction to orient content presentation. This is distinct from tourist 
photography and videography, which present visual cues from the past that produce 
digital encounters of specific times selected during production (Dinhopl and Gretzel 
2015). Further, the unedited nature of TLS content contrasts with photo and video 
content, which is often subjected to filtering and further editing. The unpredicta-
bility of encounters with real-time environments, people and activities imbues TLS 
content with authentic visual cues about the destination or tourist experience. It can 
thus be argued that TLS is not simply a visual medium; it also provides a space for 
embodied visualities, simultaneous communication and interaction for representing 
touristic activities. Table 1 contrasts TLS with photography and videography.

Having identified four key TLS affordances, it is necessary to further consider 
how these affordances support the goals and actions of TLS participants. Affor-
dance can be varyingly perceived by different users with different goals and users 
may change the affordance accordingly as they use it (Reed 2014). This is particu-
larly evident in tourism where activities are dynamic and involve different partici-
pants for various purposes (Camisón and Monfort-Mir 2012). The following section 

Table 1  Comparison of TLS with existing visual media

Photography Videography Travel live streaming (TLS)

Static moments Visual continuity Visual continuity in real time
Text-to-text interaction Text-to-text interaction Synchronous face-to-text interaction
Edited content Edited content Unedited content
Mediated experience Mediated experience Mediated/co-created experience
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exemplifies TLS participants and explores how their actions may enabled by TLS 
affordances.

5  Actions and goals enabled by TLS affordances

TLS participants involve travel live streamers, viewers, and sponsors. As the preced-
ing sections have mentioned, affordance theory suggests that participants may hold 
different perceptions of TLS’s functions and their context-based interactions with 
TLS. This section illustrates how different groups of participants can use TLS affor-
dances to support their goals and actions.

5.1  Travel live streamers

Travel live streamers are broadcasters who create live streaming content during their 
travels. Everyone can create a live stream or watch a live streamer travelling from 
thousands of kilometres away because advances in technology infrastructure (e.g., 
mobile devices and fast Internet speeds) enable them. Not every travel live streamer 
can become a SMI, because popularity is not only driven by technology, but also 
by many other individual or social reasons. Despite this, TLS affordances have cre-
ated great opportunities for live streamers to construct social identity, perform, and 
engage in storytelling.

5.1.1  Social identity

Social identity depicts intergroup behaviours and human social identity (Stets and 
Burke 2000). It can lead people to differentiate themselves from others by their dif-
ferent attributes (e.g., perceptions, attitudes). TLS enables live streamers to con-
struct a social identity that enhances viewers’ participation (Hu et al. 2017). During 
the process, live streamers can communicate with viewers by presenting shared per-
sonal attributes such as personality, competence, and knowledge. Media affordances 
allow travel live streamers to present their social identity by capturing fleeting 
moments to present the self. Furthermore, interactivity affordances provide travel 
live streamers with opportunities to interact with viewers and sponsors. This process 
is also shaped by a travel live streamers’ personality, beliefs, tastes, and attitudes 
conveyed through real-time interactions. Examples of social identity include social 
media influencers showing their personality (e.g., humour), rich travel experiences, 
and knowledge to characterize their TLS contents and attract viewers. Presenting 
social identity through TLS affordances raises question about how live streaming 
technology empowers individuals to play different roles in the online community.

5.1.2  Performativity

In gaming contexts, live streamers are performers who play a central role in the 
live stream (Walker 2014; Woodcock and Johnson 2019). Zhao et  al. (2018) 
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claimed that live streamers attract viewers with their appearance, performance, 
and conversation, in exchange for mental satisfaction, self-esteem and monetary 
returns. In TLS, the performance involves anecdotes related to the physical tour-
ism destination. TLS streamers physically visit a destination, participate in tour-
istic live streaming activities, share travel experiences, and perform to satisfy 
viewers’ need for novelty and unexpected social interaction. The connection with 
viewers places live streamers in the simultaneous role of performers in, and nar-
rators of, the tourist experience. In other words, TLS streamers behave more like 
those who perform than those who mediate, by presenting their self in front of the 
camera.

Goffman’s (1978) dramaturgy claims that individuals involved in the daily 
performance to present self are bounded in time and space. While in touristic 
photography studies, the travelling self is the performer (Larsen 2005), and per-
formance can take place whenever social activity is engaged. Similarly, in TLS 
settings, TLS is a real-time activity in a blended space (i.e., the physical setting of 
destinations and the virtual live streaming environment). Once the activity starts, 
the TLS streamer performs by showcasing the view, streaming their activities at 
the destination, and interacting with unexpected strangers. The affordances of the 
technology offer a virtual stage for live performance. In tourism, the notion that 
live streaming is a performance raises questions about how the performers render, 
negotiate, or manage authentic content for viewers, as well as the extent to which 
they perform their real self.

5.1.3  Storytelling

Visual media research acknowledges that photography and videography support 
storytelling (Dinhopl and Gretzel 2016). It represents the experience while also 
enabling the creation of tourist experience narratives that emerge as embodied 
performance through digital storytelling. When TLS streamers produce and share 
content with their viewers on social media, they are in essence all storytellers 
who perform socially by sharing stories. The temporal affordances of TLS enable 
travel live streamers to share stories in real-time. However, an important research 
question is whether this temporal affordance results in storytelling that is authen-
tic, improvised, and spontaneous, rather than scripted.

5.2  TLS viewers

The TLS viewers, that is, those who watch a specific live streamer travelling, are 
integral to the co-creation of tourist experiences with live streamers. Viewers inter-
act and comment through chat streams while watching/monitoring TLS activities. 
New technology allows viewers to virtually experience and access a destination 
before (or even without) travelling there. For viewers, TLS affordances support their 
needs to seek information, engage socially and be socially present.
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5.2.1  Information seeking

On social network sites (SNS), users have the visibility affordance to effortlessly 
access information about someone else, or information usually difficult to access 
(Fox and Moreland 2015; Treem and Leonardi 2013), including textual or behav-
ioural information. However, scant live streaming research deems information use 
by viewers as live streaming because most situations (e.g., gaming, lifestyle) mainly 
afford viewers’ entertainment. Using TLS though, viewers are more likely to engage 
in information seeking especially when they intend to travel to the live streamed 
place. They may obtain practical and potentially real information from the travel live 
streamer’s experience.

5.2.2  Social engagement

Engagement is one of the most important actions for viewers who use TLS affor-
dances. Viewers can simultaneously watch and comment and make requests for 
particular TLS activities. Live streamers can receive these comments in real time 
and incorporate viewers’ requests into their performance. This live streamer–viewer 
engagement produces a new level of interactive performance. Building on the theat-
rical analogy, viewers become the ‘directors’ of a performance enacted on a hybrid 
stage consisting of a virtual space and a physical destination. For example, in the 
Melbourne Remote Control Tourist campaign, viewers were able to direct travel 
live streamer’s activities through interaction, for example, by asking them to visit 
a museum, taste pepper, and try different wines. In this sense, TLS offers specific 
affordances and action-supportive information on what viewers can do when visiting 
a place as well as inviting viewers to participate in the TLS production.

5.2.3  Social presence

Social presence is the key to viewers’ digital social viewing because a sense of pres-
ence can lead to the feeling of being socially connected (Ang et al. 2018). Given its 
technological affordances, live streaming is one manifestation of modern sociality 
(Thorburn 2014) in that it operates by affording ways of being together, being on the 
move, or being far apart. The feeling of ‘almost being there’ (Mueser and Vlachos 
2018) increases immersion and engagement, and enables viewers to be virtually 
involved in the ‘surroundings’ by using a digital lens. This ‘transportation’ of view-
ers can be measured by the level of presence experienced by viewers.

In TLS settings, the key for delivering a TLS is to create the proper atmosphere—
the feeling of being there—that allows the live streaming to be synchronised. The 
cues, which include real-time broadcasting, synchronous interaction with the travel 
live streamer, and the ability to see other viewers watching, emphasise the viewer-
ship of presence and a sense of ‘being together’ with other viewers. Further, when 
viewers participate in interaction and send specific requests to direct the actions of a 
live streamer, they might feel a sense of ‘being there’. Such presence can be linked 
to digital immediacy (Bell and Lyall 2005), which highlights not only the time-
bound nature of the stream but also the real-time experience. Combining real-time 
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broadcasting and interaction facilitates presence and extends the representation of 
travel. Thus, it is conceivable that cues generated in TLS will influence viewers’ 
social presence.

5.3  TLS sponsors

Sponsors in TLS typically include tourism destinations, travel suppliers (e.g., air-
lines, hotels, cruise operators), tour operators and online travel agents (OTAs). 
TLS affordances enable sponsors to present place identity, that is, the associations 
between individual and place, which can involve sponsors using TLS to represent 
place and brand identity (Wang and Chen 2015).

5.3.1  Place and brand identity

Compared with the travel live streamer and viewer, sponsors often act as a third 
force in the creation of a live stream. Although live streamers play a more central 
and visible role, sponsors provide the environment that enables travel live stream-
ers to produce the live stream. Indeed, the sponsor’s role is not simply to provide a 
backdrop for travel live streamers (or TLS content), but rather, to afford them with 
resources to create TLS content. To continue with the theatre analogy, by controlling 
environmental and content parameters, sponsors serve as ‘playwrights’ or ‘directors’ 
of the live streaming content by presenting place identity (e.g., features or character-
istics of place). For example, when a sponsor represents a tourism destination in a 
TLS, the destination is presented as a unique social and cultural environment. View-
ers may retain personal attachment to this place from travel memories.

In the case of travel suppliers and OTAs, the emphasis is more on presenting 
brand identity through TLS affordances. Practical cases can exemplify brand iden-
tity as with Accor’s use of TLS to promote their products (e.g., hotel rooms) and to 
connect with potential customers. The increasing interest of sponsors in live stream-
ing is likely because live streaming drives media exposure and real-time interac-
tions. Ultimately, TLS allows sponsors to collaborate with travel live streamers (e.g., 
particularly SMIs) to present brand identity and humanise their products to deliver 
much more immediate or authentic content. In the marketing and tourism domains, 
this can be referred to more broadly as influencer marketing (Femenia-Serra and 
Gretzel 2020).

5.3.2  Performance measurement and targeting

Performance measurement is used by tourism practitioners for work management, 
decision-making, and performance enhancement (Yılmaz and Bititci 2006). It 
is linked to strategic goals and brings an array of outcome benefits to practition-
ers (Sainaghi et  al. 2017). Some sponsors have begun to utilise TLS affordances 
to develop new performance measures and tools to target key markets. For exam-
ple, during the COVID-19 pandemic, China’s largest online-travel-agent, C-trip, 
launched their TLS service (for hotel and flight ticket booking). This effectively 
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transformed the company’s sales and marketing and significantly enhanced its over-
all performance. Sponsors can use TLS to target specific groups of tourists, such 
as tech-savvy tourists who tend to search for information through various platforms 
before travel (Femenia-Serra et  al. 2019). TLS can also help sponsors to attract 
viewers and customize products to meet their needs.

The study next focuses on developing an affordance theory-based framework by 
using the affordances discussed so far. How they support participant actions and 
activities provides a first step to understanding how affordances play a part in TLS 
by determining the complex relationships among TLS participants.

6  Developing an affordance‑based TLS framework

Building on the above discussion, this paper proposes an affordance-based theoreti-
cal framework (see Fig. 1) that links TLS affordances to participants’ actions. As 
the framework suggests, in its environment, TLS is an artefact with affordances that 
enable particular actions for its participants. Hutchby (2001) argued that the affor-
dance of technological artefacts can be categorised as functional (highlighting prop-
erties) and relational (highlighting human perceivers). The framework follows this 
approach by identifying TLS affordances (left side) and the potential actions ena-
bled by these affordances for different types of TLS participants (right side). On the 
left side of the framework, TLS is viewed as a technological artefact and constructed 
phenomena composed of functional and relational aspects. The functional aspects 
enable, by shaping the conditions for possible action. For example, ICT includes 
digital devices (e.g., smart phones) while internet connectivity enables live streams 
to be produced outdoors to document tourism activities. Social media offer an online 
space and platform to share live streams. Visual media enable functionalities that 

Fig. 1  Affordance-based conceptual framework of TLS
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live streams can be heard, watched, watch-produced, and spoken. The relational 
aspect depicts the way that affordances of an artefact can differ from one variety to 
another. As such, a TLS affordance is neither a technological artefact of itself nor a 
characteristic of live streaming, but rather an assembly of opportunities that inform 
participants’ actions, given their own perceptions, situations, and abilities.

The right side of the framework identifies that TLS participants involve travel 
live streamers, viewers, and sponsors. Prior research indicates that digital technol-
ogy affordances are fluid and dynamic, and opportunities can be reformed after the 
technology has been used by actors (Nelson et  al. 2017; Yoo and Gretzel 2011). 
From this perspective, TLS affordances influence opportunities for particular actions 
though, notably, affordances of TLS can be changed after they are introduced. 
TLS participants can reform TLS affordances through the way they use them. For 
instance, the primary use of TLS is to let travel live streamers share their travel 
experience, wherever they are, be they fleeting moments or serendipitous ones. Par-
ticipants reform the affordance of sharing by integrating storytelling, performativity, 
and presenting social identification.

6.1  Propositions for future research

Within a TLS context, travel live streamers, viewers, and sponsors play crucial roles 
in perceiving and using TLS affordances to support actions. Based on the identi-
fied TLS affordances and participants’ perceived actions through TLS affordances, 
an affordance-based theoretical framework is proposed. The proposed framework 
triggers potential propositions for future research. Rather than merely providing a 
neatly framed research agenda, the derived framework presents a set of reflections 
and thoughts that will stimulate further TLS research. Live streaming in tourism 
is an intriguing means for sophisticated technology to digitise tourist experiences 
and influence social relationships. However, the aim is not to provide an exhaustive 
examination of all the potential relationships used in the framework. Within the TLS 
context, affordances link three groups of participants: travel live streamers, view-
ers, and sponsors, all of whom play vital roles in the process of TLS. Bearing this 
insight in mind, three propositions are presented as follows to guide future research 
directions:

Proposition 1 TLS affordances can help travel live streamers to construct online 
social identity through performance.

Future research could extend and refine the proposed framework by empirically 
investigating profile building affordances on social media (O’Riordan et al. 2016). 
For travel live streamers, every individual travel live streamer has specific abilities 
when exploring TLS-enabled actions. Therefore, studies could explore how travel 
live streamers use TLS affordances to construct social identity through self-presen-
tation, and performance.

Social identification refers to how individuals categorise themselves as members 
of specific groups (Deaux 1996). Its major premise is to establish self to develop a 
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sense of belonging to the community (Abrams and Hogg 1990). Social identifica-
tion has been widely applied to travel-related online communities to describe how 
individuals construct social identities to obtain certain psychological needs (e.g. 
self-esteem and self-enhancement) (Qu and Lee 2011). The concept can influence 
interactive communication and can be linked to personal behaviour (Rather and Hol-
lebeek 2019). This article argues that TLS affordances enable travel live streamers to 
establish social identity using live streaming to fashion a ‘performing self’.

As mentioned earlier, TLS can be viewed as a type of performance insofar as it is 
characterised by temporal and spatial affordances. In contrast to gaming and lifestyle 
live streaming, TLS entails sharing tourism experiences as daily life. For example, 
when visiting museums, exploring restaurants, or strolling around the city, travel 
live streamers seek to perform their roles convincingly. Travel live streamers could 
be understood as illustrating emerging forms of technology-based sociality that gen-
eralise contemporary life. Their identities when streaming these tourism experiences 
are influenced by interactions, compliments or even materialistic desires, such as 
virtual gifts from their viewers (Yu et al. 2018).

The positions of some travel live streamers are privileged in that they act as opin-
ion leaders and brand endorsers (Femenia-Serra and Gretzel 2020). They experi-
ment with their social identity by using digital technology for self-branding and 
self-presentation. During this process, travel live streamers monitor their own per-
formance and bodily demeanour. Hu et  al. (2017) argued that live streaming is a 
personal practice associated with a live streamer’s social identity to attract viewers. 
This raises questions about whether travel live streamers are performing their ‘real’ 
self or what they regard is an ‘ideal’ self? Presenting the ‘real’ or ‘ideal’ self can be 
associated with the question of how travel live streamers negotiate authenticity dur-
ing the TLS. These questions are essential for considering how TLS influence travel 
live streamers’ experience, which remains crucial for directing TLS design.

Further, the temporal affordances of TLS raises questions about the authentic self 
(Young 2013). As Wang (1999, p. 364) observed, ‘tourists are not merely search-
ing for authenticity of other, they also search for the authenticity of, and between, 
themselves.’ The dramaturgy of Goffman (1978) considers life as a stage for activity 
in that an individual presents an idealised rather than an authentic self, that is, in 
the version that reveals both ‘frontstage’ and ‘backstage’ behaviours of self. TLS 
affords a travel live streamer a stage for performance. On the frontstage, the travel 
live streamer tries to present an idealised self to viewers, while on the backstage, 
much effort is expended to make the frontstage performance look more authentic. 
However, how live streamers negotiate and represent the self on this front stage and 
backstage is worthy of further exploration in the existential authenticity sense.

Proposition 2 TLS affordances can help sponsors to achieve strategic and opera-
tional goals.

For sponsors, natural landscapes, buildings, or even small restaurants provide 
a backdrop and a stage for TLS. From the sponsors’ perspective, it might be inter-
esting to look at how TLS affordances support the goals and actions of sponsors. 
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For example, sponsors can collaborate with travel live streamers by utilising their 
storytelling ability to display place/brand identity.

Storytelling is a way of communicating through narratives (Pera 2017). As 
humans are innately story tellers, such narration is an essence of human nature 
(Kellert 2012). Its importance in transmitting information is acknowledged 
widely in the academic literature. Mossberg (2008) contended that stories engage 
emotions, stimulation, fantasies, and thoughts, in ways that meet psychologi-
cal demand. Indeed, Coleman and Crang (2002) pointed out that tourism can be 
exhibited as storytelling, chatting, swapping anecdotes, and competitive tales. 
Tussyadiah et al. (2011) also suggested that travel stories are persuasive and thus 
enable audiences to visualise potential consumption.

TLS affords these storytelling values for travel live streamers. If a travel live 
streamer can tell a sufficiently appealing and interesting story for a collaborated 
sponsor, he/she provides viewers with additional meaning and insight to the place 
(e.g. destination history, culture). Bassano et al. (2019) proposed that place sto-
rytelling can motivate visitors, guide behaviour, create belonging and trust, and 
maintain memory. Although a range of channels (TV and travel blogs) are used 
to spread the story, these channels mostly reflect post-travel stories. Through TLS 
affordances, sponsors relate to present travel stories to evoke the imagination of 
viewers who may intend to travel, and to trigger memories of a specific place in 
real-time. As such, it is crucial for TLS sponsors to recognise affordances that 
may help them achieve strategic or operational goals (e.g., promote destinations, 
products, and services).

Proposition 3 TLS affordances provide viewers with new interactive virtual 
experiences.

There is an opportunity for further research on the role of interactivity affor-
dances in TLS. While interaction is generally assumed to be the natural attribute 
of face-to-face conversation (Goffman 2017), it has also been studied in technol-
ogy-mediated communication settings. Benyon et  al. (2014) argued that digital 
interaction should contain a high level of presence because it will lead to higher 
psychological bonds (or social connection) (Riva et al. 2007).

The interactivity affordance of TLS provides viewers with a sense of presence, 
of being there and being together. Basically, the sense of being there is conveyed 
through the interaction between a travel live streamer and viewers (one-to-many 
pattern interaction), and interaction among viewers (many-to-many pattern inter-
action). For instance, a live streamer engages in dialogues and interactions with 
viewers while visiting the destination through a virtual forum where they can 
‘perform’ for viewers and interact with them in real time. The temporal affor-
dances of TLS enhance the level of interaction between live steamers and view-
ers, and among viewers (e.g., comments and virtual gifts). At an advanced level, 
this collective sense of being together is delivered through viewers participating 
in the experience by directing the live streamer’s actions at the destination site. 
Even for those viewers who do not engage in interactions with the live streamer 
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or other viewers (so called ‘lurkers’), this interactivity affordance encourages 
social interaction by allowing viewers to build, invest in, and maintain social ties 
with a geographically distant travel live streamer.

7  Conclusion

To sum up, this paper sheds light on the novel and emerging phenomena of TLS, which 
has become increasingly popular and important for the tourism industry. The present 
study attempts to conceptualise TLS from an affordance perspective to provide an 
explication of what constitutes TLS. The paper identifies four distinctive affordances 
that enable different groups of participants (travel live streamers, viewers, and spon-
sors) in a TLS domain: temporal, spatial, interactivity and media affordance. These 
affordances provide participants with opportunities for possible actions (e.g., travel live 
streamers’ performativity, viewers’ social engagement, sponsors’ place identity). Based 
on these, an affordance-based framework is proposed to conceptualise TLS. The con-
ceptual framework highlights TLS affordances and the enabled actions for the major 
participants (travel live streamer, viewer, and sponsors). In the discussions, we pro-
posed propositions to guide future research.

Theoretically, this paper makes several contributions. First, this study contributes to 
the literature on live streaming technology in tourism contexts. It is intended to offer 
an initial attempt to understand the TLS phenomena. Second, this seeks to understand 
TLS by using affordances as a theoretical lens to this area of inquiry. Affordances offer 
a powerful perspective for studying human–environment systems. It is also a useful 
approach for analysing socio-technical phenomena. This study extends prior research 
on social media affordances (Cabiddu et al. 2014) by exploring travel live streamers, 
viewers, and sponsors’ goal-oriented actions in the TLS context. Third, from the affor-
dance perspective, a conceptual framework is constructed to conceptualise TLS. This 
framework serves as a starting point and provides a basis for future empirical research.

Notably, this paper holds promise for future research and stimulate multidiscipli-
nary debate about the role of live streaming in tourism. We suggest future research to 
explore TLS as not merely an empty practice, but rather to treat it as a theoretically dis-
tinct form of affordance that can be applied to a range of contexts, such as over-tourism 
and tourism disaster recovery to adapt to the continuously changing world.
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