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 Live streaming has become a rapidly growing form of digital communication, 

transforming how people interact, build relationships, and experience emotional 

connections in real time. Despite increasing scholarly attention, limited research has 

explored the subjective meaning-making processes behind emotional presence, 

authenticity, and intimacy in live-streaming environments, particularly within 

Indonesian cultural contexts. This study addresses that gap by investigating how 

streamers and viewers construct and interpret emotional engagement in ways that are 

socially and culturally distinctive. Here, we adopt an Interpretative Phenomenological 

Analysis (IPA) approach to explore the lived experiences of 28 participants, including 

streamers and viewers, focusing on how emotional closeness is co-constructed through 

interaction. Data were collected through semi-structured interviews, participant 

observations, and live-chat analyses, then analyzed using IPA to uncover themes 

representing shared meanings. The findings reveal that emotional presence develops 

through reciprocal engagement, authenticity is negotiated between performance and 

sincerity, and cultural norms shape expressions of intimacy and trust. These insights 

offer a deeper understanding of how digital relationships are socially and culturally 

mediated, filling a gap left by previous studies that relied mainly on quantitative 

metrics. This study advances theoretical perspectives on digital communication and 

phenomenology by highlighting the subjective experiences underpinning online 

emotional interactions. The results also provide practical implications for streamers, 

platform designers, and policymakers to foster more meaningful, culturally responsive 

user engagement while opening opportunities for future cross-cultural and mixed-

method research. 
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INTRODUCTION  

Live streaming has emerged as an influential form of communication in the digital era, 

transforming how people interact, entertain, and share experiences in real time (Ensmann et al., 2021; 

Potdevin et al., 2021). Across many parts of the world including Indonesia platforms such as 

YouTube Live, TikTok Live, and others facilitate not only broadcasting of content but also immediate 

feedback, social interaction, and virtual presence. The convergence of visual, auditory, and textual 

elements in live-streaming environments allows streamers and viewers to engage synchronously, 

creating a sense of co-presence that was less possible in earlier media forms. As these platforms 

become more embedded in everyday life, they are shaped by cultural norms, expectations of social 

decorum, language styles, and emotional expression typical to local societies. 

The phenomenon of emotional engagement in live streaming has drawn the attention of 

researchers concerned with consumer behavior, marketing, and social media dynamics. Empirical 

studies have examined metrics such as social interaction, platform interactivity, perceived social 

presence, visual design, and loyalty behaviors in live-streaming commerce (Mukhlis, Arifin, Ridwan, 

& Zulbaidah, 2025; Mukhlis, Arifin, Ridwan, Zulbaidah, et al., 2025). For example, in Indonesia, 

studies show that interactivity and emotional visual elements significantly influence sustained 
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engagement behavior among live-streaming users of social commerce platforms. In addition, socio-

technical research reveals that trust both cognitive and affective is a key mediator between technical 

features and user stickiness or purchase intention. Despite these insights, much of the existing work 

emphasizes quantifiable outcomes engagement rates, purchase behavior, social presence scales rather 

than the lived, subjective experiences of individuals who stream or view in real time, especially 

concerning how authenticity, emotional closeness, and meaning are perceived. 

Given this context, there is a clear need to explore and understand the meaning of experience 

in live streaming from the perspectives of streamers and viewers themselves (Geronazzo et al., 2019; 

Khanam & Parihar, 2024). How do participants feel emotionally present? In what ways do they 

perceive authenticity and intimacy? How do cultural norms and values shape these perceptions and 

emotional expectations? A phenomenological approach is particularly suited to these questions 

because it privileges subjective, first-person accounts and aims to uncover the essence of phenomena 

as lived. By focusing on lived experience rather than solely on behavioral metrics, deeper insight can 

be gained into the emotional underpinnings of digital relationships, which have implications for 

communication theory, platform design, and social media practice. 

Research on the lived experiences of individuals within digital communication environments 

has become an increasingly significant area of inquiry, particularly as online interactions transform 

the way people connect, build relationships, and express emotions (Lee et al., 2022; Robinson & 

Golphin, 2021). In the context of live streaming, understanding how streamers and viewers construct 

meaning from their interactions has gained relevance due to the rapid integration of these platforms 

into everyday life. Recent studies on live streaming have predominantly focused on measurable 

behavioral outcomes, such as viewer retention, purchase intention, and engagement rates, rather than 

on subjective meaning-making or emotional presence. While these quantitative findings contribute to 

understanding overall user patterns, they provide limited insight into how individuals personally 

experience emotional intimacy, authenticity, and trust during live-streaming sessions. 

One of the central challenges in this field lies in methodological constraints. Much of the 

existing research employs quantitative designs such as surveys, social presence scales, and 

engagement metrics that may capture surface-level relationships but fail to address the depth and 

complexity of lived experience (Mukhlis, 2025b; Mukhlis, Suradi, et al., 2023). For instance, while 

social commerce studies in Indonesia have successfully identified interactivity and visual 

expressiveness as significant predictors of platform engagement, they often overlook how users 

interpret and emotionally relate to these interactive elements. Similarly, research on trust and affective 

bonding in digital platforms demonstrates correlations between design features and emotional 

responses, yet it provides little explanation of how trust and intimacy are constructed subjectively by 

users within cultural contexts. 

These methodological gaps limit the ability of prior studies to fully capture the essence of the 

phenomenon (Genc & De Giovanni, 2021; Oh et al., 2021). Quantitative surveys and content 

analyses, while valuable for identifying patterns, often reduce complex emotional experiences to 

generalized variables, neglecting the nuanced, contextual, and meaning-driven dimensions of 

interaction. Consequently, a phenomenological approach specifically Interpretative Phenomenological 

Analysis (IPA) offers a more suitable framework for exploring how participants make sense of their 

experiences in live-streaming environments. By focusing on subjective narratives and cultural 

meanings, IPA provides the methodological depth required to uncover how emotional presence, 

authenticity, and intimacy are lived and interpreted by both streamers and viewers, thus addressing an 

important limitation in the existing literature. 

Although the growing popularity of live-streaming platforms has attracted significant 

scholarly attention, most existing research relies heavily on quantitative approaches that focus on 

measurable indicators such as engagement metrics, purchase intentions, trust scores, and social 

presence scales. These studies have provided valuable insights into behavioral patterns and platform 

performance; however, they often fail to capture the subjective meaning-making processes that shape 

individuals’ emotional experiences in live-streaming environments. For example, research on social 

commerce live streaming in Indonesia highlights how interactivity and emotional visuals influence 
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consumer engagement, yet it does not explain how users personally interpret and internalize these 

interactions. Similarly, studies addressing trust and emotional bonding in digital platforms reveal 

correlations between technical features and user responses, but they lack exploration of how such 

relationships are lived and experienced within specific cultural and social contexts. 

The reliance on structured surveys, analytics dashboards, and behavioral metrics tends to 

reduce complex emotional dynamics into generalized variables, overlooking the depth, nuance, and 

context-specific meanings embedded in participants’ lived experiences (Kistoro et al., 2022; Ruhr & 

Jordan Fowler, 2022). Consequently, existing approaches offer a fragmented understanding of how 

emotional presence, authenticity, and intimacy emerge and evolve in live streaming. Furthermore, 

cultural differences such as norms of expression, expectations of emotional closeness, and implicit 

communication styles are often neglected, despite their significant influence on how relationships are 

perceived and maintained in these environments. 

To address these limitations, a phenomenological approach specifically Interpretative 

Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) is proposed as an alternative framework (Battaglia et al., 2021; 

Bobo et al., 2020). Unlike prior quantitative methods, IPA focuses on participants’ subjective 

perspectives, exploring how individuals construct meaning from their personal experiences rather than 

imposing predefined categories. This approach enables researchers to uncover the essence of the 

phenomenon by examining emotional presence, perceived authenticity, and intimacy as they are lived 

by both streamers and viewers. By privileging participants’ voices and situating findings within 

relevant social and cultural contexts, this study seeks to generate a more holistic, nuanced, and 

human-centered understanding of emotional engagement in live-streaming environments an area 

where current literature remains limited and underexplored. 

Recent studies have examined live-streaming environments from various perspectives, 

including digital interaction, user engagement, and emotional connectivity. Several works have 

focused on behavioral metrics such as viewing duration, donation patterns, and platform loyalty, 

offering valuable insights into patterns of digital consumption. However, these studies have largely 

overlooked how participants experience emotional presence and authenticity within live-streaming 

contexts. While existing research has established correlations between interactivity and user 

satisfaction, it provides little explanation of how viewers and streamers personally interpret and assign 

meaning to these interactions. Consequently, there remains a need to focus on the subjective and 

cultural dimensions of live-streaming experiences. 

To address this gap, this study applies an Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) 

approach to explore the lived experiences of both streamers and viewers (Lakens et al., 2020; Roy et 

al., 2024). IPA was selected because it focuses on understanding how individuals make sense of their 

personal experiences and captures the deeper meanings behind emotional engagement, authenticity, 

and intimacy in live-streaming environments. Unlike prior quantitative methods, IPA allows 

participants’ voices to guide the interpretation, enabling a richer understanding of their perceptions 

and expectations. Through this approach, the study seeks to reveal how cultural norms, emotional 

presence, and interactivity intertwine to shape digital relationships. In doing so, the research provides 

insights into dimensions of meaning that have been largely unexplored in previous studies. 

This article is structured into several sections to ensure clarity and coherence. The 

introduction establishes the research context, defines the phenomenon under study, and presents the 

theoretical and methodological foundations (Ko et al., 2022; Manto et al., 2020). The next section 

describes the phenomenological approach, detailing the research design, participants, data collection 

procedures, and the application of IPA for data analysis. The findings are then presented thematically, 

highlighting key insights into emotional presence, authenticity, and intimacy. Finally, the discussion 

integrates these findings with existing literature, explains their theoretical and practical contributions, 

and concludes with implications and directions for future research. 
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RESEARCH METHODS  

Study Design 

This study adopted an Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) design to explore the 

lived experiences of streamers and viewers in live-streaming environments, focusing on how 

emotional connections are formed and sustained (Carreiras & Castro, 2012; Iosifides, 2016). IPA was 

chosen because it provides a rigorous framework for examining the subjective meaning-making 

processes underlying human experiences. Rooted in Heideggerian hermeneutics, IPA emphasizes 

interpretation rather than mere description, allowing researchers to uncover how participants construct 

personal meanings from their lived realities. This design enabled an in-depth exploration of emotional 

presence, perceived authenticity, and intimacy within digital interaction spaces, capturing both 

individual narratives and cultural contexts that shape these experiences. 

Participants 

Participants consisted of 28 individuals actively involved in live-streaming activities, 

including 10 streamers and 18 regular viewers. A purposive sampling strategy was applied to ensure 

the selection of participants who could provide rich and relevant insights into the phenomenon under 

study. 

Inclusion criteria required participants to be at least 18 years old, to have engaged with live-

streaming platforms such as YouTube Live, TikTok Live, Twitch, or local equivalents for a minimum 

of six months, and to be willing to reflect openly on their personal experiences related to emotional 

engagement during live streaming. Exclusion criteria involved individuals who lacked sufficient 

exposure to live-streaming environments or those unwilling to participate in in-depth interviews. 

Participants ranged in age from 19 to 35 years (M = 26.4), with an equal distribution of 

gender (14 females and 14 males). This diversity of demographic backgrounds and streaming 

preferences enriched the dataset and enabled cross-case comparisons, ensuring a comprehensive 

understanding of the phenomenon. 

Data Collection 

Data were collected using semi-structured, in-depth interviews supplemented by participant 

observation of selected live-streaming sessions (Hillman & Radel, 2018; Migdal, 2018). An interview 

protocol was developed to guide discussions while allowing participants to elaborate freely on 

personal experiences related to emotional presence, authenticity, interactive dynamics, and cultural 

influences. 

Interviews were conducted either face-to-face or through secure online platforms, depending 

on participants’ preferences and geographical accessibility. Each interview lasted between 45 and 75 

minutes and was carried out in a private, distraction-free setting to ensure participants’ comfort and 

openness. In addition to interviews, live-chat logs and observational notes were collected to provide 

contextual depth and to validate participants’ accounts. All interviews were audio-recorded with 

participants’ consent and transcribed verbatim to ensure accuracy and preserve emotional nuances 

expressed during conversations. 

Data Analysis 

The data were analyzed using the structured procedures of Interpretative Phenomenological 

Analysis (IPA), which allowed for a deep exploration of participants’ meaning-making processes 

(Lutz & Knox, 2014). The analytical process began with multiple readings of each transcript to 

develop familiarity with the narratives and to capture a holistic sense of participants’ experiences. 

Meaning units segments of text representing significant statements, emotional expressions, or 

personal reflections were identified and coded. 

These initial codes were then clustered into superordinate themes based on conceptual 

similarities, capturing patterns of meaning across participants while respecting individual variations. 

Cross-case analysis was conducted to compare the experiences of streamers and viewers, revealing 

both shared and divergent perspectives. Observational notes and live-chat records were integrated into 
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the analysis to ensure triangulation and enhance interpretive validity. To facilitate systematic coding 

and thematic organization, NVivo 14 software was employed, though the interpretative depth 

remained grounded in participants’ voices and subjective realities rather than technological tools. 

 

RESULTS  

Experiencing Emotional Presence: “It Feels Like They’re Here With Me” 

Participants consistently described live streaming as an intimate environment where 

emotional presence was constructed through direct, real-time interaction. Streamers explained that 

seeing viewers’ comments and reactions in real-time created a sense of companionship and closeness, 

often blurring the boundaries between physical and digital presence. For many viewers, this 

immediacy fostered an experience of being “together” with the streamer despite geographical 

distance. 

One participant, a 24-year-old female viewer, reflected: 

“Even though I’m just watching from my room, when the streamer reads my comment and 

smiles, it feels like we’re in the same place. It’s not just watching; it’s being there.” 

This experience was echoed by several streamers who reported that the emotional feedback 

from viewers influenced their own sense of presence and authenticity. As one male streamer shared: 

“When I see the chat moving so fast and people reacting to what I say, I feel like we’re 

connected in real time… It’s different from uploading videos because here, I can feel them.” 

This theme highlights that the co-construction of emotional presence is central to the meaning 

participants assign to live streaming, shaping not only how they interact but also how they perceive 

each other’s authenticity and humanity. 

Building Emotional Presence in Live Streaming 

 

 

Negotiating Authenticity: “I Want to Be Real, But I’m Also Performing” 

Another key theme was the tension between authentic self-expression and performative 

demands within the live-streaming context. While participants valued authenticity and “being real,” 

they simultaneously acknowledged the pressure to perform, attract viewers, and maintain engagement. 

A popular female streamer explained: 

“I try to be myself, but I can’t deny that sometimes I exaggerate my reactions or choose 

certain words because I know what the audience likes… It’s not fake, but it’s also not completely 

me.” 

Interestingly, viewers were highly aware of this performative element, yet many expressed 

that authenticity was not defined by being entirely “natural” but by the consistency of emotional 

expression. One male viewer explained: 
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“I know she’s performing, but I can tell when her laughter is genuine. For me, that’s what 

feels authentic.” 

This finding demonstrates that authenticity in live streaming is negotiated between streamers’ 

self-presentation and viewers’ interpretations. Rather than opposing forces, performance and 

authenticity coexist in a dynamic tension, contributing to viewers’ emotional attachment. 

Building Emotional Intimacy Through Interaction: “We Talk Like Friends” 

Both streamers and viewers emphasized the role of interactive communication such as chat 

comments, direct responses, and virtual donations in fostering a sense of emotional intimacy. 

Participants reported that personalized responses, inside jokes, and shared emotional expressions 

created a strong perception of mutual understanding and closeness. 

A male viewer recounted his experience: 

“When she remembers my username and replies directly, I feel special… It’s like we’re 

friends, even though we’ve never met.” 

Similarly, a streamer described how engaging directly with viewers strengthened her sense of 

community: 

“I try to respond to as many comments as I can. When I call someone by their username or 

acknowledge their donation, they light up in the chat… and that energy keeps me going.” 

This theme underscores that emotional intimacy is actively co-created through reciprocal 

communication. The study reveals that digital affordances such as instant feedback loops and real-

time interaction play a critical role in transforming passive spectatorship into meaningful social 

relationships. 

Cultural Context and Emotional Expectations: “In Indonesia, We Show Care Differently” 

A distinctive finding of this study is the influence of cultural norms on emotional expression 

and expectations during live streaming. Participants highlighted how Indonesian cultural values 

around politeness, collectivism, and emotional restraint shaped how they communicated and 

interpreted emotional closeness. 

A female viewer explained: 

“In our culture, we don’t usually express our feelings openly. But through live streaming, I 

can send a small donation or emoji to show support without saying much. It feels natural.” 

Streamers also adjusted their content and interaction styles to align with viewers’ cultural 

expectations. One streamer noted: 

“Sometimes viewers prefer subtle expressions like soft jokes or gentle words rather than 

being too direct. I adapt my style so they feel comfortable.” 

These findings indicate that emotional dynamics in live streaming are deeply embedded in 

cultural contexts, suggesting that platforms and content strategies must consider localized norms to 

foster authentic relationships. 

 

DISCUSSION 

Contributions of the Findings to the Research Questions 

The results provide clear answers to the overarching question posed in the introduction: How 

do streamers and viewers experience and interpret emotional connection during live streaming? 

Through an Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) approach, the study uncovers that 

emotional presence is co-constructed through reciprocal interactions, where immediate responses, 

personalized acknowledgments, and shared experiences enhance the perception of closeness 

(Abbaspour et al., 2025; Mulders et al., 2025). Moreover, authenticity emerged as a negotiated 

phenomenon: streamers balance personal self-expression with performative expectations, while 
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viewers interpret authenticity based on perceived consistency and emotional sincerity rather than 

purely natural behavior. Cultural norms further shape how intimacy is expressed and understood, with 

Indonesian participants preferring subtle emotional cues and indirect expressions of care, such as 

emojis, virtual donations, or supportive comments. These insights reveal a nuanced interplay between 

technology, social interaction, and cultural values, highlighting dimensions of meaning often 

overlooked in previous research. 

Relationship to Existing Literature and Theoretical Frameworks 

The findings both support and extend existing literature on digital communication and 

emotional engagement (Mukhlis, 2025a; Mukhlis & Saidah, 2025). Consistent with studies on social 

presence in digital platforms, the results confirm that immediacy and interactivity significantly 

enhance feelings of emotional closeness. However, this study advances the discussion by revealing 

how participants interpret and construct these feelings, offering depth beyond quantitative measures of 

engagement. The findings align with socio-cultural theories of mediated communication, which argue 

that authenticity and intimacy are contextually negotiated rather than universally defined. 

Furthermore, the results highlight cultural distinctions often ignored in Western-centric studies: 

Indonesian viewers, for instance, demonstrate preference for indirect emotional expressions, which 

contrasts with the directness observed in Western platforms. By integrating phenomenological 

insights with prior theoretical models, this research provides a more holistic and culturally sensitive 

framework for understanding emotional engagement in live-streaming environments. 

Implications of the Findings 

The findings of this study hold several theoretical and practical implications for 

understanding emotional engagement in live-streaming environments (Gómez-Galán, 2025; Nawi et 

al., 2021). From a theoretical perspective, the results contribute to the broader field of digital 

communication and phenomenology by revealing how emotional presence and authenticity are co-

constructed between streamers and viewers through reciprocal interaction. These insights extend 

existing communication theories by demonstrating that authenticity is contextually negotiated, 

influenced by both technological affordances and cultural norms. From a practical standpoint, the 

study highlights the importance of designing platform features that support personalized interaction, 

as these interactions enhance viewers’ perceptions of intimacy and connectedness. For streamers, the 

findings suggest the need to balance performative expectations with maintaining emotional sincerity, 

as viewers tend to value perceived consistency over “pure naturalness.” Moreover, for platform 

developers and policymakers, understanding cultural preferences in expressing emotional closeness—

such as the use of indirect cues and symbolic gestures—can guide the creation of more inclusive, 

user-centered digital spaces that resonate with diverse audiences. 

Limitations of the Study 

Despite its contributions, this study has several limitations that should be acknowledged. 

First, the findings are drawn from a specific cultural and social context—Indonesian live-streaming 

communities—which may limit the transferability of results to other cultural settings (Mukhlis, 

Janwari, et al., 2023; Mukhlis & Abdullah, 2025). Second, the study relies on qualitative data from a 

relatively small sample of streamers and viewers, which aligns with phenomenological research but 

constrains statistical generalization. Third, while Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) 

enabled deep exploration of participants’ lived experiences, it inherently involves subjective 

interpretation, and the researcher’s positionality may influence the analytic process despite reflexivity 

measures and triangulation strategies. Finally, the focus on emotional presence and authenticity means 

that other potentially relevant aspects of live streaming—such as economic incentives, platform 

algorithms, or audience demographics—were not examined in detail. These limitations do not 

diminish the value of the findings but rather emphasize the importance of contextualizing them within 

their specific cultural and methodological boundaries. 

Directions for Future Research 

Future studies could build on these findings by exploring cross-cultural comparisons to 

understand how emotional engagement and authenticity in live streaming differ across societies with 
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varying communication norms and cultural values (Mukhlis, Maryam, et al., 2023; Mukhlis et al., 

2024). Expanding the sample size and including diverse platform types may also provide richer 

insights into the dynamics of digital intimacy and trust across multiple technological ecosystems. In 

addition, integrating mixed-method approaches that combine phenomenological inquiry with 

quantitative measures could offer a more comprehensive understanding of the phenomenon by linking 

subjective meaning-making with behavioral patterns. Further research might also examine the role of 

algorithmic features and monetization structures in shaping perceptions of authenticity and emotional 

closeness, particularly as live-streaming platforms increasingly influence social and economic 

practices. By addressing these directions, future work can deepen theoretical understandings of digital 

communication while offering practical recommendations for creating more empathetic, user-centered 

online spaces.  

 

CONCLUSION  

This study explored the lived experiences of streamers and viewers within live-streaming 

environments, focusing on how emotional presence, authenticity, and intimacy are constructed and 

interpreted. The findings reveal that emotional connections are co-created through reciprocal 

interactions, where immediacy, personalized responses, and shared experiences foster a stronger sense 

of closeness. Authenticity emerged as a negotiated phenomenon, shaped by the balance between 

personal self-expression and performative demands, while cultural norms significantly influenced 

how emotional intimacy is expressed and perceived. By adopting Interpretative Phenomenological 

Analysis (IPA), this study addresses gaps in previous research that relied heavily on quantitative 

metrics, offering deeper insights into the subjective meaning-making processes behind digital 

relationships. Theoretically, these insights extend existing models of digital communication by 

foregrounding emotional and cultural dimensions that are often overlooked in technologically 

mediated interaction. Practically, the results provide guidance for streamers and platform designers to 

foster trust, engagement, and sustainable communities through intentional strategies that support 

authenticity and reciprocity. From a policy perspective, the findings highlight the need for regulatory 

frameworks that balance user protection with creative freedom, especially in managing issues of 

transparency, labor practices, and digital well-being in live-streaming ecosystems. Future research 

should expand the scope through cross-cultural studies and mixed-method approaches to better 

capture the diverse and evolving dynamics of emotional interaction in live-streaming contexts. 
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