ABSTRACT

SCRUGGS, SAVANNAH LEE. Performing Connection: Relationship Development in Online
Camming. (Under the Direction of Dr. Kami Kosenko).

Adult camming platforms present a relatively new and unique form of Internet-based sex
work through which performers and viewers can directly interact with one another in real-time.
Cam viewers do not pay a subscription fee, which makes cam model income based on the
model’s ability to cultivate relationships with audience members and to persuade them to make
financial contributions. The interactive nature of camming is likely to encourage viewers seeking
close relationships with cam models that surpasses a purely visual or surface-level connection.
However, little is known about cam models’ relational communication practices, including the
ways in which they communicatively construct a sense of intimacy and connection with their
viewers. Using Social Information Processing Theory as a framework, observations of 25 cam
models’ profiles and chatrooms within a popular camming platform, Chaturbate.com, revealed
that cam models utilize strategic communicative practices that balance viewers’ desire for
intimacy, connection, and authenticity with the model’s own concerns about privacy, earning an
income, and engaging in sex work more broadly. The discussion reviews the implications of

these findings and potential directions for future research on the growing camming industry.
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Introduction

Despite commonly being referred to as the world’s oldest profession, both the online and
offline sectors of the sex industry continue to be stigmatized today. The term sex work can be
used to describe a variety of interactions in which sex and/or sexual services are exchanged for
money or other material benefits (Desyllas, 2013; Grittner & Walsh, 2020). Sex work comes in
various forms (Harcourt & Donovan, 2005), but the online sector of the industry has grown
substantially in recent years (Campbell et al., 2019). Webcam modeling, or “camming,” is one
relatively new but significant form of Internet-based sex work that is reliant on mediated
communication. Adult webcam models are described as individuals who use cameras to
livestream videos of themselves performing various sex acts for some form of compensation
(Henry & Farvid, 2017). In recent years, camming has grown into a multibillion-dollar industry
(Jones, 2020). Despite how much money goes into the industry, little is known about how
camming functions and how cam models cultivate relationships that generate income. Unlike
most sex work, which occurs behind closed doors, camming offers a unique opportunity to study
these relationship development processes. To observe these ideas more closely, this paper begins
with an overview of the camming industry and the factors influencing the formation of identity
and relationships through camming platforms. From there, the interactive nature of camming and
its relation to Social Information Processing Theory is described. After detailing data collection
and analysis for the proposed study, the paper will discuss research findings, practical
applications, and implications for future research.
Contextualizing Camming

Camming became increasingly popular as access to proficient Internet devices made

livestreaming videos more practical for both models and consumers in the mid-1990s. The



popularity of United States-based camgirls whose livestreams were not always sexual in nature
also played a significant role in the growing momentum of camming (Bleakley, 2014). Often
referred to as the world’s first camgirl, college student, Jennifer Ringley, created JenniCam as a
way to broadcast her daily life, conversations, and activities to the public. Over time, Ringley’s
site reached up to 4 million hits per day, and she even utilized PayPal to charge viewers for more
consistently uploaded images (Hart, 2010). Although the United States is considered the site of
early popular webcam models, four additional countries are also considered primary locations for
the camming industry today: the United Kingdom, Canada, Colombia, and Romania. Early cam
sites used a pay-per-minute model for viewing private cam shows, but, today, many sites have
shifted to a token-based system. Tokens function as monetary rewards for models who broadcast
their videos on platforms that are free to enter/join. Instead of charging a subscription fee, these
sites allow viewers to purchase tokens to pay models (Jones, 2020). The use of a token-based
system implements a social exchange process through which monetary rewards are exchanged
for sexual acts. Thus, considering the role of social exchange processes in relationship
development (Homans, 1958) might help provide a better understanding of how connection is
formed within the camming industry. Overall, the growth of the Internet and associated
technologies has played an undeniably large role in shaping how camming platforms function
and shape interaction today.

The stigma associated with sex work also shapes camming practices and processes.
Although derived from a socially constructed ideology, sex work stigma can threaten sex
workers’ livelihood on personal and institutional levels (Grittner & Walsh, 2020; Lewis et al.,
2013; Sanders, 2016). When evaluating the roots of sex work stigma, Grittner and Walsh (2020)

attribute this ideology to the intersecting nature of gender, class, age, ableism, and capitalism and



emphasize its impact on societal norms, institutions, and social structures. Cultural practices of
policing sexuality and enforcing social norms regarding appropriate sexual behaviors hold a
strong influence on the maintenance of this stigma, as well (Henry & Farvid, 2017). Despite
differing legal models, sex work stigma continues to pervade legal, healthcare, media, financial,
and academic systems (Grittner & Walsh, 2020). Alongside these institutional concerns, sex
work stigma can also contribute to discrimination and isolation of individuals if information
about one’s occupation is disclosed by or to family, friends, community members, employers, or
clients (Begum et al., 2013; Sallmann, 2010). This stigmatization, combined with a complicated
legal gray area, may drastically affect how cam models construct their online presence and gauge
their interactions with other users of camming platforms.
Constructing Identity and Relationships as a Cam Model

This societal attribution of value and/or marketability to certain bodies can also strongly
influence cam models’ online identities. In camming, models are attempting to sell a
performance, so wages will be influenced by their ability to perform certain sexual acts that are
seen as desirable. Cam models who possess non-normative bodies and identities are often under
additional pressure to utilize a manufactured identity and perform sexual content that does not
align with their offline identity (Jones, 2020). For self-protection, many cam models create a new
identity when performing online (Jones, 2016), and maintaining anonymity through a
pseudonym, wigs, makeup, or other forms of disguise can help mitigate digitally-facilitated
stigma while still providing audience members with the perception of authenticity and
connection in performance. Furthermore, models may utilize communicative strategies to
reconstruct aspects of their identity that are not visible to an audience but are seen as highly

desirable to consumers. For example, text-based profile information can allow models to



describe themselves as younger than their actual age or align themselves with a particular
sexuality that they may not identify with outside of their work. Traits such as youthfulness,
singleness, and bisexuality are seen as valuable in the camming industry, capable of maintaining
viewers’ attention, and can be difficult to disprove in online spaces (Jones, 2020).

Although engaging with cam modeling platforms may appear to be the same as the use of
more traditional, pre-recorded pornographic videos, there are several notable differences. The
growing popularity of camming emphasizes a “unique selling point” that traditional pornography
does not offer (Bleakley, 2014, p. 895). Camming platforms often function as channels for
masspersonal communication, or communication messages that are high in personalization and
simultaneously highly accessible to others (O’Sullivan & Carr, 2018). Two of the most important
functions of camming include interaction between the performer and clients and the perceived
authenticity of the performance. Using livestreams to connect with people around the world
means that cam models can transcend traditional methods of pornographic distribution by
communicating with audiences, responding to individual requests, and customizing their content
for financial compensation in real-time (Bleakley, 2014; Senft, 2008). Furthermore, the ability to
appear live, and typically performing within one’s own bedroom, increases the opportunity for
creating performances that provide consumers with a sense of connection and legitimacy that
cannot be achieved in pre-recorded pornographic productions. This approach to camming
presents opportunities for cam models to establish positive relationships with clients and, in turn,
build a consistent following that is likely to offer repeat business (Bleakley, 2014). Despite the
fact that communication is central to the development of an online persona and relationships
between cam models and their viewers, little is known about the relational communicative

processes involved in this popular and lucrative form of labor. The purpose of the present study



is to begin to fill this gap by identifying the relational communicative processes at work in
camming on a popular, free website called Chaturbate.
The Interactive Nature of Camming

The small but growing body of literature on the social processes involved in camming can
inform a study of this kind. Current research on camming communication demonstrates that,
after over two decades of growth, camming has become a saturated market with thousands of
models working in the field (Jones, 2020). This saturation, as well as the token-based structure of
many cam sites, can build a communication platform through which many consumers view cam
models as accessible and potentially controllable through monetary rewards. Some models may
use communication to set boundaries on their performances or interactions as an important risk-
management strategy (Bleakley, 2014). However, increasing audience perception of access and
connection to a model’s personal life is seen as a common strategy amongst the most successful
performers. One way this sense of connection is established is through consistent verbal
communication that encourages responses from the audience (Bleakley, 2014). According to
Bleakley, the competitive nature of the camming industry may also pressure models into sharing
extensive and/or intrusive information about their real lives. Stigmatization and risk may raise
concerns for many models regarding the information they choose to reveal or conceal, but the
pressure to succeed in a saturated market may be a bigger concern.
Social Information Processing Theory

The communicative context or channel involved in camming and its potential influence on
relationship development processes also must be acknowledged. One theory that offers insight
into the particulars of online relationship development is Social Information Processing Theory

(SIPT). SIPT presents a framework for better understanding how people connect with one



another, share information, and develop relationships through more recent forms of computer-
mediated communication (CMC; Walther, 1992). A common concern related to CMC is that
communicators lack the nonverbal cues they are accustomed to using in face-to-face interaction
for engaging in message perception, feedback, and interpersonal connection. SIPT asserts that
CMC can still “fulfill the same relational functions as face-to-face communication as long as
users find ways to use any accessible cues in an advantageous manner” (Sumner & Ramirez Jr.,
2017, p. 3). In other words, according to SIPT, the formation of relationships through CMC
depends more upon the context, user, and timing of interactions, rather than the communicative
channel, itself (Sumner & Ramirez Jr., 2017; Walther, 1992). For example, despite structural
limitations to certain communicative channels, users may utilize textual features (such as bolding
or italicizing), emoticons or GIFs, or a strategic use of punctuation (such as exclamation marks)
to provide interpretation cues to those receiving their message. With these concepts in mind,
Walther (1992) describes five main assumptions of SIPT:

Humans affiliate. They use communication to affect the ways they affiliate, and these messages
constitute relational communication; 2) The development of an interpersonal impression of
another person is based on the information one gets via nonverbal or verbal-textual channels over
the course of several interactions; 3) Developmental change in relational communication will
depend on forming an interpersonal impression of another interactant; 4) Relational messages are
transmitted (i.e., encoded and decoded) by nonverbal or verbal, linguistic, and textual
manipulations; 5) In computer-mediated communication (CMC), messages take longer to
process than do those sent face-to-face (p. 69).

Rationale of the Study



SIPT acknowledges that the constraints of CMC may leave many online interactions
feeling impersonal (Sumner & Ramirez Jr., 2017). However, several studies have been able to
use SIPT to better understand how, with significant time and motivation, individuals can foster
the same sort of closeness and intimacy that can be achieved face-to-face (Gibbs, Ellison, &
Heino, 2006; Ramirez et al., 2015; Sumner & Ramirez Jr., 2017; Tidwell & Walther, 2002;
Toma & Hancock, 2011). Thus, SIPT presents an interesting framework for better understanding
how individuals create intimacy or authentic connections within online spaces, such as adult
camming websites; however, few, if any, studies have applied the theory in this specific context.
Given the lack of research on camming communication and the potential to extend the
application of SIPT to a unique context, a study of the relational communicative practices at
work in adult camming websites is warranted. To this end, this study was designed to address the
following research question:

How do adult cam models establish intimacy and connection through their interactions with
viewers?
Methods

To address this research question, data was collected from text-based chatrooms within
Chaturbate, an adult website founded in 2011 that hosts the livestream performances of
thousands of webcam models from around the world and is recognized as one of the most
popular camming platforms today (Chaturbate, n.d.). The purpose of this study was to
understand how cam models cultivate intimacy and connection through these text-based
chatrooms.

When a consumer opens the Chaturbate website, they are first shown a pop-up box that

displays the terms and conditions for using the site. This pop-up box prompts users to read all



listed information, agree that they are of legal age, and consent to viewing sexually explicit
material on the website. The pop-up also indicates that viewing said material is legal in “each
and every community” from which they are viewing the content (Chaturbate, n.d.). After
agreeing to these terms, one sees the homepage of the website, which displays six different tabs
representing categories of live cam videos that consumers can choose between. These tabs

include a “featured” tab for popular and promoted live shows, as well as tabs labeled “women,”
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men,” “couples,” “trans,” and a “followed” category, so users who have a registered Chaturbate
account can find the profiles of the specific cam models they follow. The current live videos on
the site are displayed within each tab through small thumbnails that show a screenshot of the live
video, the cam model’s age and username, the number of viewers, the current duration of the
broadcast, and a short message written by the performer that can entice viewers to join. Users
can also narrow down the thumbnails they are shown by selecting different hashtags from
beneath the different category tabs (e.g., #18, #lesbian, #mistress, #Latina).

After selecting a video from the thumbnails, users are shown the enlarged live video on
the left side of the screen, and a corresponding live chatroom for all viewers on the right side.
Beneath the video and chatroom are another series of tabs, which include the profile information
of the cam model, additional media content uploaded by the model, statistics regarding the most
popular livestreams per hour, and other similar livestreams like the one currently being viewed.
Within the “bio” tab, which houses the model’s profile information, performers can include
details, such as their name, number of followers, age, gender, sexuality, location, other social

media profiles, and spoken language(s). The final section of the profile bio, labeled as “About

Me,” provides a space for cam models to type out additional information about themselves and
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the kinds of performances they provide on the site. This section provides models with a space to
cultivate their online identity and shape their interactions with viewers.
Data Collection and Analysis

This thematic analysis involved no direct contact with any individuals utilizing
Chaturbate; instead, this study focused on the text shared on the site and in the chatrooms.
Besides the aforementioned acknowledgment of legal age, using Chaturbate’s website and
accessing cam models’ profiles requires no login and/or account registration and no payment
and/or subscription fees. Therefore, the information used to conduct this research was within the
public domain, and the researcher functioned strictly as an observer.

When selecting specific chatrooms for analysis, this study utilized a purposive sample to
observe 25 currently-livestreaming videos from Chaturbate’s “featured” tab as a way to focus on
the livestreams that are popular and contain the most viewers. For the purposes of this study,
sample selection also focused on cam models who performed individually and excluded
livestreams involving couples or multiple parties. Messages within the chatrooms and the “About
Me” section of models’ profiles were tracked through one livestream at a time, and downloads of
chatroom content were conducted for approximately 30 minutes each between 9PM and 11PM
EST when Chaturbate traffic was highest. This process continued until profile data and 30-
minutes of chatroom data were recorded from 25 livestreams. Chatroom conversations were
downloaded, and “About Me” profile content was recorded through screenshots. Data collection
and analysis occurred concurrently, which allowed me to assess saturation, or the point at which
data collection could stop because no new themes were observed.

The first step in the analytic procedure involved reading all of the downloaded chatroom

conversations alongside the profile content to get a holistic sense of the data. Given the static
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nature of the profile content and the interactive aspects of the chat, I decided to analyze the two
types of data separately. The next step involved re-reading the chats and cam model profiles to
identify how the cam models cultivated intimacy and connection with users. For the purposes of
this study, “intimacy” was operationalized as any attempt to communicate or portray a cam
model’s work as holding more interactive meaning or value than merely a visual, sexual
performance. The third step entailed revisiting chatroom messages and profile content identified
in step two, attempting to categorize that data, and developing tentative labels for the categories.
Labels focused specifically on categorizing aspects of connection, disclosure, or closeness within
the chatroom discourse. Step four involved revisiting the entire dataset to determine if the
categorical systems were exhaustive and representative of the whole and to select data exemplars
for this manuscript.

To account for the reliability of the research, an important aspect of this analysis was to
develop clear, distinctive labels and descriptions for all potential themes when observing the
data. Additionally, each suggested theme within the study’s findings uses examples from the
sampled chatrooms or profiles to demonstrate the category’s breadth, depth, and applicability.
Considering the validity of the study, this analysis focused on the text-based content of
Chaturbate chatrooms and profiles, and therefore was subjected to the potential aforementioned
complications of nonverbal cues in CMC. Ultimately, this study hoped to solidify camming’s
relevance in communication research, and emphasize the importance of including stigmatized
subjects and platforms in conversations on the ever-evolving nature of computer-mediated

communication.
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Results

Several communicative strategies for establishing a more intimate and authentic
connection between cam models and their viewers were observed. One of the most common
communicative practices in both the “About Me” profile content and the chatroom messages
involved the disclosure of cammers’ personal information. More specifically, many cam models
utilizing Chaturbate placed a heightened importance on engaging in communication that
promoted users’ perceptions of loyalty, connection, value, and authenticity, while simultaneously
upholding the model’s own personal boundaries and preferences for interaction.

“About Me” Profile Content

A total of 22 out of the 25 cam models observed in this study utilized the “About Me”
section within their profiles. This suggests that the “About Me” content presents a significant
opportunity for establishing the communicative environment of a cam model’s personal
chatroom. Strategic disclosure was the primary means for establishing intimacy and connection
through cam models’ profiles, but the observed profiles also evidenced consistent concerns
regarding privacy and autonomy. Thus, the following results indicate strategies for balancing
cammers’ needs for disclosure and connectedness, alongside necessary privacy and autonomy,
through several common communicative practices.

Being Open with Unidentifiable and Unverifiable Information

As noted in previous literature, the disclosure of information regarding one’s personal life
can be a crucial communicative practice for fostering deeper engagement when camming within
a saturated market. However, the potential online and offline consequences of sex work stigma
also encourage many cammers’ meticulous consideration of what information they ultimately

decide to share. As a result, cammers often focus on disclosure that will not jeopardize their real
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identity or is difficult to disprove if inaccurate. Expressing openness or enthusiasm to discuss
personal information that is less risky, or the least likely to expose cammers to potential harm,
was one of the most prominent communicative strategies within the observed profiles.

Physical Appearance and Measurements. Viewers’ ability to visualize how a cam
model looks in “real life” or offline can be an extremely valuable source of perceived
authenticity or connection within CMC-based interactions. The observed “About Me” profile
content centered heavily on cam models’ physical appearance and body size, including specific
measurements of one’s height, weight, shoe size, eye color, and even chest, hip, and waist
measurements. Modifications to one’s body were also often shared. Models with tattoos or
piercings typically disclosed how many they had of each, even if they did not specify or show
where or what kind. Two profiles also disclosed past breast augmentations and their reasoning
for partaking in the procedure. One cam model wrote, “Long story short I did it because I wanted
to. It was something I thought about for a long time and finally decided was the right decision for
me.” This openness and potential vulnerability surrounding physical appearance not only
demonstrates cam models’ recognition of the importance of providing viewers a “real world”
depiction but also presents an opportunity to strategically provide in-depth information that can
boost viewer interest or engagement without crossing personal boundaries.

Relationship Status, Sexual Orientation, and Sexual Interests. Openness and
enthusiasm when discussing one’s sexual interests, sexual orientation, and relationship status
was another common communicative practice within the observed profiles. Cammers who
disclosed their sexual orientation consistently identified as bisexual, even if they only created
solo content. Other cam models expressed openness in their sexual interests more broadly and

encouraged viewers to ask for more information if interested. One profile read, “I embrace many
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kinks/fetishes, so let me know if there is anything you would like to explore more.” This
disclosure of sexual interests also aligned with what previous literature described as
opportunities for increasing desirability, even when the model does not follow through with
viewers’ requests. Several models disclosed their relationship status, including when involved in
a committed relationship. One profile read, “I live with my boyfriend,” and another, “No [ am
not single nor am I interested.” The mention of committed relationships may disrupt some
viewers’ romantic fantasies, but this openness conveyed authenticity and established boundaries
for the model-user relationship.

Age and “Real” Date of Birth. Cam models were also strategic in their disclosure of
their ages. While some cammers only listed their current age, others furthered connection by
specifying their “real date of birth.” This emphasis on “real” date of birth demonstrates an
awareness of both the importance of age to many viewers as well as the potential for deception
when engaging in CMC. Furthermore, providing one’s date of birth also allows for celebration or
acknowledgment of birthdays in a way that fosters connection and engagement, encourages
increased tips, and maintains a balance that avoids over-sharing identifiable information.

Other Hobbies and Interests. Cam models’ disclosure of hobbies and interests outside of
the sex industry was another way of conveying “safe” personal information that strategically
fostered connection while maintaining cammers’ privacy. Pets were the most notably discussed,
with some statements such as, “I have 3 doggos, two huskies and one chihuahua,” and other
profiles introducing one’s pets by name. Some profiles also described interest in specific
hobbies, including weightlifting or hunting. Due to consistent questions on the topic, one model
included her personal records for weightlifting in her profile. Photos within these profiles were

also used to show models’ engagement in hobbies outside of their cam work, including cosplay,
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hunting, and swimming. Subjects, such as educational interests, favorite colors, and favorite
movies and TV shows, were also disclosed and used to encourage related conversation within
chatrooms. Although these personal interests seemed unrelated to the cam models’ work on
Chaturbate, expressing openness about these topics increases viewers’ perception of closeness
without requiring models to jeopardize more revealing information.

Spoken Languages. A final area of open disclosure was observed in how models shared
the language(s) they can or will engage with in the chatroom. Due to Chaturbate being an
international platform, communicating language boundaries within one’s profile can set
expectations or even potential limits before viewers become invested. Non-English-speaking
models often emphasized the importance of shared language in relationship development through
statements such as, “I still don’t speak English very well but I am studying so we will be able to
communicate better in a more intimate way.” Models’ disclosure of spoken language(s) also
occurred in lieu of location-based information within several profiles. This presents an additional
strategy for balancing intimacy and privacy that will be discussed in more detail in the next
section.

Avoiding Identifiable or Risky Information

Just as cam models may actively and enthusiastically disclose personal information they
deem less risky, the observed profiles also demonstrated that another communicative practice
cammers may use to navigate the pros and cons of disclosure is strategic avoidance of the
information that poses increased risk or may leave a model more vulnerable.

Location. Disclosure of one’s location can be of heightened importance when
establishing an interpersonal connection through CMC. Viewers may understand location as

crucial for situating models in time, such as through time zones, and in space, including
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assumptions about cultural practices. However, the observed profiles demonstrated that cam
models who disclosed their location typically avoided naming the particular city, state, or even
country in which they live. To engage in this strategic balance of connection and privacy, models
offered broad or vague descriptions of the part of the world in which they were located. For
example, one cam model shared that she was “from the UK,” while other U.S.-based cammers
list their locations as “East Coast” or “West Coast.” Another strategy involved alluding to
particular regions, with one cammer writing, “I’m very southern and down to earth.” On the
other hand, some models made no mention of location and instructed viewers not to ask for this
information at all. When balancing intimacy and privacy in a stigmatized industry, disclosure of
location-based information required cammers rely on strategic ambiguity.

Other Social Media Accounts. Another strategy for boosting perceptions of connection
or intimacy while also establishing boundaries for privacy and autonomy involved sharing one’s
other social media accounts in the “About Me” section. In this sample, 15 out of 25 cammers
strategically promoted additional social media accounts that viewers could engage with to
increase their involvement with the model. Many models promoted other sex-based platforms,
such as OnlyFans, but other common platforms included Instagram, Twitter, Snapchat, and
models’ personal websites. Providing specific accounts for viewers to interact with outside of
Chaturbate may help circumvent curious viewers’ attempts to find models’ other, more personal
accounts. Some models also shared Amazon wish lists in an effort to encourage user engagement
and foster a sense of closeness. Providing viewers with links to an online wish list created
opportunities for gift-giving, which gave users a way of showing their affection and
commitment, without compromising the model’s personal information, such as one’s address.

Clearly Establishing Rules for Interaction
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Based on previous literature regarding sex work stigma and risk both on and offline,
emphasizing rules for communication and interaction presents an important communicative
strategy for allowing necessary connection and disclosure while also creating and maintaining
significant boundaries related to privacy and autonomy. In 12 out of 25 profiles observed in this
study, models communicated specific rules for how they expect viewers to interact with their
livestream.

Specific Expectations for Viewers’ Requests. Due to some consumers’ temptation to
assume control over cam models in a token-based system, many models utilized their “About
Me” content to communicate specific rules that define who holds power within their chatroom.
The majority of observed cammers who utilized the “About Me” section specified that viewers
could not share messages that demanded or begged the cam model for some form of disclosure,
directed or attempted to control the conversation, advertised another cam model or service, or
spammed/disrupted the current conversation. Similarly, many models established strict
disclosure rules that differed based on the type of interaction being requested by viewers. For
example, some models discouraged dirty talk within the open chatroom but would accept it
through paid, private messages known as “tip notes.” When viewers tip cammers, they have the
option to write a private message in the “tip notes” before sending tokens. Restricting more
intimate messages to the tip notes monetized communication while also allowing models to
enhance their income and protect their privacy from the general audience. This strategy was
mainly communicated by models through messages such as, “keep dirty talk in tip notes please,”
or, “dirty talk, sex questions, sexy compliments, anything sex related, please put it in a tip note—

keep that conversation private between me and you.” Thus, framing requests in this way
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communicates to viewers that increased disclosure may be allowed but they must also financially
contribute to the model and recognize the rules in place to protect cammers’ boundaries.

Specific Expectations for Viewers’ Comments. Strategically and clearly communicating
rules for chatting and engaging with content also helped establish boundaries according to each
model’s personal preferences. Several models established rules that banned the use of pet names
in their chatroom and provided viewers with examples such as, “babe, honey, sweetie, cutie,
princess, etc.” Others also prohibited what they described as “lookalike” comments, or
comments that compare one model’s looks to someone else’s. Furthermore, many models set
strict content boundaries through the creation of “tip menus.” Tip menus provide viewers a list of
personally approved performances and associated token costs within a model’s chatroom.
Although tip menus do not directly address viewers’ comments, specifying the types of
performances that the model is willing to engage in sets parameters on what requests or
comments are acceptable. Tip menus are also adjusted based on models’ current preferences, and
models communicated this through statements such as, “My tip menu varies depending on the
kind of show and vibe I’'m feeling.” Others established strict rules for the types of content that
are off limits, including one model who did not feature any nudity. This model wrote, “I am non-
nude—vplease accept my body, my room, my choice.” Communicating off-limits acts in this way
did not discourage all viewer requests or attempts to engage, but it did command respect for the
model’s autonomy. Lastly, several models also established strict rules restricting users from
saving or sharing the models’ livestream content at any time. This was mostly done by models’
discussion of legal ramifications and a permanent site ban for doing so.

Limits to Viewers’ Methods of Contact. Another strategy that allowed for connection

and privacy involved placing limits on if and how viewers could contact models outside of the
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Chaturbate platform. Several profiles explicitly stated that they would not meet or talk with users
outside of Chaturbate under any circumstances. One model explained an avoidance of specific
apps viewers commonly requested by writing, “No, I’m not on any dating sites and I don’t use
any chatting apps like Kik or WhatsApp.” Other cammers clarified that they did not offer in-
person sex work and that all interactions are restricted to virtual ones. This communication of
specific rules for engagement outside of the current platform also aligns with previous literature
on how stigma, risk, and even legal concerns may influence cammers’ communicative
approaches for encouraging connection while sustaining privacy within their work.
Rewarding or Praising Positive Viewer Engagement

The final way in which the models’ profiles were able to strike a balance between
intimacy and privacy was by giving praise, rewards, or perks to viewers who engaged in
interactions that followed models’ rules and expectations. Not only did perks and praise entice
viewers to follow a cammer’s specific rules, but they also presented an opportunity for models to
establish a positive relationship with users and encourage and reward their loyalty.

Communication of Enthusiasm and Praise for Supporters. One common
communicative practice found within the beginning of many models’ “About Me” content was
the use of a friendly or excited message that welcomed viewers to their livestream. This was
generally communicated along the lines of, “Hey! My name is...,” or, “Nice to meet you!,” or,
“I’m glad to see you in my room!” Models also referred to supportive viewers as their “friends”
or emphasized their own enjoyment of the interactions they have throughout the platform. One
profile read, “I love to come here at night and have fun with you guys! I hope you enjoy
spending time with me in my room (I love you guys) and if this is your first time here then say

hi.” Communicating messages of enthusiasm or praise in this way both encouraged positive
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viewer interaction and discouraged viewers from violating a model’s boundaries and harming the
overall sense of community or connection within that model’s chatroom.

“Tip Kings” and Fan Club Perks. Cammers’ discussions of their personal “Tip Kings”
and other fan club or membership features represented another way to increase viewers’ sense of
community or loyalty and entice repeat business. The Tip King is the user who has given the
most tokens to a cam model, either at one point in time or overall. Cammers often featured the
Tip King’s username in their “About Me” content as a way of recognizing this user’s
contributions, emphasizing the user’s closeness to the model, and encouraging similar
contributions from other devoted viewers. Furthermore, some models created memberships or
fan clubs that were unique to their livestream and required a buy-in of a certain amount of
tokens. One communicative strategy for enticing viewers to join cammers’ fan clubs or groups
was to refer to current members as a model’s “knights.” The use of “knights” alludes to a sense
of perceived loyalty or trust and that these users are dedicated to supporting or potentially even
protecting the cam model by being a consistent paying customer. Those who contribute a large
amount of tokens might also receive other unique perks, such as access to exclusive tip menus or
personalized content. Not only does use of Chaturbate’s token-based system increase
engagement, but it also utilizes the payment feature that is directly supported and protected
through the website and alleviates the need for models to rely on riskier third-party platforms for
monetary transactions. These aspects of praise and personal rewards function as another
important example of how cammers may use carefully planned communicative practices both to
boost viewer engagement and uphold important rules or expectations for minimizing potential

risk.
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Chatroom Content

The “About Me” profile information was just one way in which cam models fostered
intimacy and connection with users; the chatroom interactions offered additional insight into
these relationship development processes. Unsurprisingly, similar themes of disclosure, loyalty,
and boundary-setting appeared in chatroom data; however, chatroom data also emphasized
viewers’ attempts to foster connection through both their own disclosures, and other strategic
messages of commitment, community, and perceived authenticity within viewer-cam model
interactions.

Disclosing Personal Information

Location. Similar to acknowledgements in profile data, chatroom messages also
emphasized the importance of location for users. A majority of the observed chatrooms featured
messages from viewers inquiring about a model’s nationality or location while also disclosing
their own in an attempt to create a more personal connection. Many users demonstrated interest
in a cammers’ nationality through messages such as, “Are you Scottish in ancestry?;” “May |
know where you are from? [ mean which country? Need a girlfriend like you;” or, “Where
[were] you born? I might move to find a beauty like you.”

Viewers also displayed consistent interest in cam models’ current location and the
importance of geography for better understanding an individual. Comments of this nature
included, “Just to say...[it is] a rare treat to find an English rose on here;” “I love New York
chicks;” “Tennessee [is] so lucky;” “Hey baby what part of Florida you from?;” and “What time
is it there?” Furthermore, chatroom data revealed that users also saw value in revealing their own
location to the cam model. This was often done early in the livestream, and was typically

demonstrated through comments such as, “Hi from Miami,” or “Greetings from the



21

Netherlands.” Although CMC makes many typical verbal and nonverbal cues of in-person
communication inaccessible or difficult to comprehend, emphasizing location within camming
platforms is one strategy participants can use to “fill in the gaps” or situate a virtual interaction in
time and space.

Physical Attributes. Questions and comments related to physical attributes were also
common within the chatroom data. For example, viewers’ messages read, “What size are you on
the top half?;” “Can we see your tattoos?;” or, “How tall are you? You look like the perfect girl
for me. Short and slim.” Others asked more specific questions regarding physical appearance,
presumably after an increased level of familiarity with the model. One user asked, “Don’t know
why I think of this at times like these, but [I’ve] been wondering. Are the glasses prescription?”
Although this information may seem unnecessary for a virtual, sex-based interaction, interest in
specific physical attributes demonstrated users’ interest in forging a connection and building a
“real-life” image of cam models in order to see if they mirror similar values or desires one might
hold within face-to-face relationships.

Other Hobbies or Interests. Cam models’ hobbies and interests outside of Chaturbate
were heavily discussed in the chatrooms. In the chatroom, users engaged in discussions of
hobbies or interests not just to make conversation but also to find commonalities and achieve a
greater sense of closeness.

Music and Music Requests. One very prominent area of discussion in relation to
personal interests was music taste. Many cam models played background music while
livestreaming. Data revealed a plethora of chats discussing music. Chatroom comments included,
“What song is playing?;” “Love her music;” “Good music tonight!;” and, “Haven’t heard that

song in a while [...] love that song.” Other users tried to share their own music taste with
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cammers by asking if they could choose the next song featured in the livestream. One user wrote,
“Are song requests a thing because I think I have a song you would like.” When discussing cam
models’ music taste, users also sought commonalities in artist and genre preferences. For
example, another user said, “Oh, I should have known [you were playing] Fleet Foxes. Do ya
like Father John Misty?” Music-related questions and comments revealed an important strategy
for fostering connection between cammers and viewers by engaging in discussions of outside
interests that may not be apparent in a typical Chaturbate livestream.

Books and Other Media. Although less prominent than music, other forms of media were
also discussed within chatroom data. One chatroom held an extensive discussion on Stephen
King, with one user who wanted to better familiarize themselves with the cammers’ book
preferences, saying, “I may have to ask you to spell that author’s name. I’m not sure I know
them.” Although it is possible that this user was being honest, it seems more likely that this
comment was designed to encourage further interaction with the model and to help forge a more
intimate relationship. Cam models who played video games, either in general or while
livestreaming, received similar comments and questions focused on establishing commonalities
such as, “Haven’t played a Metroid game in forever,” and, “I played Metroid!” Finally, users
queried models about items in the room from which they were livestreaming to spark
conversation. For example, one user asked, “Do you paint? Looks like an easel and canvas
behind you.” The aforementioned examples demonstrate how users utilize media as a topic of
conversation and a means of establishing a more personal connection with the models.

Setting Boundaries
Communicating boundaries was a theme found in both the “About Me” and chatroom

data. Boundary-setting information included in models’ profiles helped establish expectations for
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the chatroom interactions, and the chatroom data showed how cam models used chatroom
features to manage and reinforce these expectations. This was achieved mainly through the use
of moderators and regular reminders of a model’s personal tip menu.

The majority of chatrooms observed in this study utilized moderators. Moderators, or
individuals who work with cam models to observe or redirect the chatroom conversation in the
interest of the cammer, restate models’ rules and block chatroom users who cross interactive
boundaries. Examples of moderator messages included, “No location questions please;” “Let’s
put those dirty thoughts in tip notes;” and “Contribute rather than asking for charity.” The use of
a moderator also allowed for elaboration on cammers’ rules and expectations. As one model
interacted with other users in the room, a moderator addressed a stubborn rule-breaker by stating,
“Do not cross [the model’s] boundaries. She does not allow people into her personal/private life.
She allows you to see what she wants you to.” In terms of perceived authenticity and attempts to
foster deeper connections, moderators also benefited cammers in the sense that they addressed
issues or harassment without the model having to disrupt their own performance.

Another boundary setting strategy was the continuous sharing of a model’s current tip
menu in the chat. Although the tip menu is often featured within a model’s profile, posting the
tip menu into the chat sends viewers a regular reminder of what is and is not being offered, and
at what price. Within the current data, 18 out of 25 chatrooms utilized continuous sharing of the
current tip menu. In turn, the use of chatroom moderators and tip menu reminders set clear
parameters for models’ approved interactions without disrupting the current livestream or

eliminating viewers’ opportunities to foster increased connection.
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Demonstrating Familiarity with Cam Models

Another significant theme within the chatroom data was found in messages where users
attempted to display their current familiarity or closeness to a particular cam model to both the
cam model and other viewers. Familiarity was often displayed through comments regarding a
cam model’s appearance. This mainly occurred when something about a cam model’s
appearance had changed since a previous livestream. One user commented that a cam model
“looks so different without glasses,” and followed with another message reading, “I first saw you
with glasses so now it’s weird without [them].” Similar comments of this nature included: “Aww
you brought the curls back;” “You get rid of your piercing?;” and, “Someone’s been busy in the
gym.” These messages help demonstrate the value many users find in highlighting their attention
to personal detail on a website where a majority of users may only have purely sexual or surface-
level motivations for interaction.

Users also demonstrated their familiarity or perceived closeness with a model through
messages that positioned themselves as avid viewers. When models returned after time away
from the platform, some users attempted to demonstrate their familiarity with the model through
messages like, “Hope you have been well, missed you,” or “How you been? [New Year’s Eve]
good?” Others noted changes in a cam models’ room. One message read, “Hey, that’s a new
bottle.” Users also seemed to craft these kinds of messages to emphasize their “in-group”
experience as a long-time viewer of this model’s livestream. For example, with new viewers
joining a chatroom, a more veteran user asked the cam model, “Did they know about your
surprise?” Others established their familiarity or closeness with the model by commenting on
being part of the model’s actual or metaphorical fan club. One user showed their commitment

and familiarity with a model by telling the other users, “I’ve been in the fan club for a couple
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years.” Cam models usually interact with a large audience, so messages of familiarity present an
opportunity for viewers to stand out by expressing their current and desired levels of deeper
connection.
Expressing Loyalty to Cam Models

Alongside demonstrations of familiarity and connection throughout the chatroom was a
similar theme: displays of loyalty. Using chatroom features to demonstrate one’s loyalty to a cam
model was a common goal for viewers hoping to prove their commitment to a cam model. One
way in which users demonstrated loyalty was by expressing their dedication to the model and an
intent to return to a model’s livestream in the future. This was often done when users were
exiting the livestream and wanted to address the model directly. For example, one user
commented, ““I’m going to call it a night [...] have a successful show and I’ll see you next time.”
Others demonstrate loyalty by telling the model that they are the only cam model they watch or
the only model “they’ll ever need.” Some users expressed their dedication by making comments
about wanting to see the model daily, such as “[ You better be online] tomorrow and the next day
and the next day[,] you make me happy][,] very interactive and so energetic and fun,” and, “How
many tokens to see that face every day?” Another strategy for demonstrating loyalty to a cam
model involved coming to the model’s defense when faced with criticism from other users.
When one user commented on a model’s body hair, saying, “Armpit hair is just not my thing,”
other viewers showed support for and defended the model, with one replying, “[This model] is
very very much our thing, though.” Chaturbate is a platform comprised of thousands of
individual cammers, so communicating loyalty or commitment allows viewers to present their
engagement with a cam model as more relationship-oriented than typical surface-level

interactions.
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Describing Cam Models as “Real” Or “Unique”

Much of the communication found within the chatrooms also demonstrated users’
attempts to communicate with or about cam models in a way that aimed to acknowledge
authenticity or individuality and “surpass” the perception of the cammer as an overtly sexual
figure engaging in a fake performance.

“Real” Behaviors and Life Outside of Camming. Several chatroom messages
emphasized the aspects of the models’ appearances, behaviors, or interactions that felt most
realistic. The realness of a model’s physique was acknowledged by some users through
comments such as, “[This model] is what female beauty looks like in real life.” Other viewers
shared messages pointing to a cam model’s feelings as a sign of the model’s realness. One user
posted in the chat, “Look y’all [the model] laughed, she’s a real person,” and another wrote,
“You look great tonight, I hope you feel how you look.”

When other viewers questioned the authenticity of a performance, many users used the
chat to defend the model and confirm the realness of the model’s performance. When a viewer
asked if the model was showing a pre-recorded video, another user stepped in and said, “This is
[the model] in the actual flesh.” In response to another cam model laughing, one user asks, “Can
your neighbors hear you?,” ultimately demonstrating an attempt to visualize the cammer in a real
location or space, despite the limitations of a virtual context or CMC more generally.

“Unique” Approach in Comparison to other Cam Models. Attempts to depict or
understand cam models as “real” were closely aligned with user attempts to portray cammers as
“unique” in comparison to other models on the platform. One cam model, whose performances
consist mainly of dancing against a space-themed background, received the comment, “Did not

expect performance art on this site, but wow. Happy to see it. *Love* how popular this room is.
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It 1s literally giving me hope in humanity in general and men in particular.” Comments between
viewers in a different chatroom described the cammer as “strong enough to have her own style.”
Both instances demonstrated that, particularly in a saturated market, users may place increased
value on content that appears more unique or individualistic in comparison to the more common
forms of livestream performance. Individuality may be especially significant when trying to
foster intimacy and connection on a site containing thousands of models and viewers. This
becomes especially clear when users stress a waiting period for finding the “right” cammer. For
example, one user commented, “You might be the cam girl I am looking for.” Although there are
many strategies for increasing user engagement and repeat business, users’ attributed value to
“realness” or the “unique” cammers demonstrated the importance of authenticity for capturing
attention in a competitive line of work.
Discussion

This purpose of this study was to identify the communicative practices at work in a
popular adult camming platform, Chaturbate. More specifically, I tried to determine how the
models (and ultimately the users) used communication to establish a sense of intimacy and
connection. Camming differs from more traditional forms of pornography in that it occurs in
real-time and allows for direct interaction between cam models and viewers. Camming platforms
also function as an example of masspersonal communication channels, meaning cam models
engage with a large general audience through communicative strategies that feel highly personal
or accessible to individual audience members (O’Sullivan & Carr, 2018). Using Social
Information Processing Theory as a framework (Walter, 1992), Chaturbate models’ profiles and
chatroom messages were observed to better understand the communicative strategies used in

virtual settings to establish a sense of intimacy and connection that mirrors the kind of closeness
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typically reserved for face-to-face relationships. Results demonstrate the importance of strategic
disclosure for establishing this kind of closeness between models and users while also
maintaining the model’s personal boundaries for privacy and autonomy. When viewers engage
with models through their own displays of connection or requests for increased disclosure in the
chatroom, cammers can utilize context, timing, and other components of CMC to forge
connections, encourage tips, and protect communicative boundaries.

Given previous literature on camming practices and Internet-based sex work more
broadly, cam models’ attempts to balance the benefits and risks of disclosure is unsurprising.
Although the camming industry is competitive and self-disclosure offers a strong opportunity for
models to increase their income (Bleakley, 2014), sex work stigma and its associated risks make
complete openness untenable for models. One way in which models strike this balance is through
the open disclosure of less risky information. Willingness to disclose on topics such as age,
spoken languages, sexual or relational preferences, and interests outside of the sex industry
aligns with prior research suggesting that models may emphasize or reconstruct aspects of their
identity that are found desirable by consumers but are difficult to disprove or use to access more
private information (Jones, 2020). Through this openness to disclose particular aspects of one’s
life or identity, cam models can also strategically mitigate the disclosure of riskier information
and implement strict rules, rewards, or praise for viewers’ attempts to foster a connection that
align with and reinforce the cammer’s boundaries. Thus, cammers may use these strategies to
optimize income, protect personal concerns for privacy and autonomy, and establish a preferred
CMC context through which viewers can consistently engage with message perception,
feedback, and desired interpersonal connection despite lacking the typical nonverbal cues of in-

person interactions (Sumner & Ramirez Jr., 2017).
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Limitations and Future Directions

Several limitations of this study should be considered. Each theme suggested by the
author within the results section is supported through direct examples from data. However,
having an additional researcher analyze the profile and chatroom content and working with that
researcher to achieve intercoder reliability would enhance the study. In terms of validity, this
study looked exclusively at text-based content within Chaturbate profiles and chatrooms, so
models’ verbal interactions with audience members were not observed. Studying these
interactions might reveal additional strategies for creating a greater sense of intimacy and
connection in CMC sex work.

Considering future research, speaking directly with cam models about communicative
strategies for fostering connection would likely provide deeper insight into how cammers
perceive and navigate this process. Differences in boundaries, identities, and perceptions of
personal marketability may drastically affect how models approach the Chaturbate platform and
utilize its communicative functions. Alongside direct communication with cammers, future
research might also address the intersecting nature of sex work stigma more specifically (Grittner
& Walsh, 2020). Further observations of gender, ableism, race, socioeconomic status, or other
significant factors may offer additional insight into the sociocultural contexts that influence both
the relationship development experience and sex workers’ overall income within a complex and
saturated market.

In conclusion, Chaturbate offers a unique example of the growing adult camming
industry and the significance of masspersonal channels to contemporary online platforms.
Camming, in particular, presents a relatively new but prominent form of Internet-based sex work

that can be strategically navigated by both cam models and consumers based on goals for
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fostering connection and in spite of potential limitations of CMC. In a time of heightened access
to pornography through a variety of formats and channels, websites like Chaturbate may
typically be discarded as limited in opportunities for interpersonal connection. However, this
study aimed to emphasize the importance of considering stigmatized subjects within the ever-

evolving nature of CMC, and within communication research more broadly.
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