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As has occurred before within the history of emerging media, the advent of digital
media and the World Wide Web generated two opposing discourses on the social
and cultural effects of the new media: one utopian and one dystopian. The more
prevalent utopian discourse proclaims the revolutionary transformation of mass
media into a truly democratic mediascape: one in which old and new media con-
verge; where users do not merely consume pre-fabricated media content pas-
sively, but themselves become interactive producers and distributors of media
content; and a location where creative ideas and knowledge are mutually shared
online by ordinary people: ‘[Tlhe interactive revolution (...) is about using power-
ful tools to create our own educational and entertainment experiences rather than
passively accepting that which is fed to us by so-called experts. It is about the
dissolution of boundaries and the translation of all thought into a common voca-
bulary. Binary code is the digital Esperanto that is leading concurrently to individ-
ual empowerment and worldwide unity’ (Pierce 1997, xvii).

This McLuhanian approach to New Media, though rather extreme in its word-
ing, remains characteristic of much contemporary theorizing about digital med-
ia’s ‘participatory culture’. The differences between ‘old’ and ‘new’ media are ex-
aggerated in order to praise digital technology’s ability to overcome modernity’s
separation between the realms of production and consumption, and thus to cre-
ate empowering forms of communication and cultural participation. Whereas in-
dustrial and economic discourses describe this process as the advent of the ‘pro-
sumer’ (Toffler 1980, 282fF.; Tapscott 1996, 62f.; Tapscott/Williams 2006, 124fF.),
the scholarly discourse declaims a ‘participatory turn in culture’ and ‘the blurring
of boundaries between the categories of production and consumption’ (Uricchio
2004, 139). Online networks such as Napster, Slashdot, or Wikipedia serve as the
chief witnesses of this ‘participatory turn’ in our media culture, in which the con-
sumer gains control over the production and distribution of media content.*
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the social and cultural effects of digital media focuses on corporate industry’s
ability to exploit the interactive potential of participatory cultures. As Mark Andre-
jevic (2003; 2004) points out in his seminal, neo-Marxist critique of interactive
reality television, digital media allow for a new economic format that redefines
interactivity and participation in terms of an enforced capitalist exploitation of
the interactive consumer:

[Tthe contemporary deployment of interactivity exploits participation as a
form of labor. Consumers generate marketable commodities by submitting to
comprehensive monitoring. They are not so much participating, in the progres-
sive sense of collective self-determination, as they are working by submitting to
interactive monitoring. The advent of digital iriteractivity does not challenge
the social relations associated with capitalist rationalization, it reinforces
them and expands the scale on which they operate (Andrejevic 2003, 197, em-
phasis original).

Andrejevic’s critique aims at what I would call the naive embrace of digital med-
ia’s interactive potential and the uncritical assumption that any form of interactiv-
ity gives consumers more control over media and allows for culturally more vatu-
able forms of participation. According to Andrejevic, television shows such as Big
Brother and American Idol, or online video-sharing sites such as YouTube, are exam-
ples of how the corporate media industry invests in digital technologies to rede-
fine the relationship between the spheres of production and consumption: by
seducing the audience to contribute to a television show or website, new sources
of revenue are created; users pay fees to participate in a television show or to gain
access to encrypted live streaming; users contribute their own content without
monetary compensation; and whenever they do go online and interact, users pro-
duce data valuable for targeted marketing and mass customization.

Both perspectives, the utopian and the dystopian, address relevant dimensions
of the ongoing redefinition of the relationship between the realms of production
and consumption in the digital mediascape, but neither can sufficiently grasp the
current transformations. The opposition between these two perspectives seems to
reiterate the ‘annoying’ debate between cultural studies’ active audience approach
and the critical political economy of media in the 1980s (see Garnham 199s;
Grossberg 1995). While the utopian perspective highlights examples of participa-
tion that show exceptionally committed, often fan-based communities creating
their own virtual spaces in order to contribute to the production or distribution
of knowledge and culture, the dystopian perspective focuses on forums, in which
the well-established media industry adopts digital technologies in order to open
up new markets and to create even more sophisticated forms of consumer seduc-
tion and exploitation. While the utopian perspective draws on theories of the ac-
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cultural practices, the dystopian perspective refers to critical theory and political
economy and therefore tends to overestimate corporate industry’s power to deter-
mine cultural production and the circulation of meaning. While the utopian per-
spective discusses interactive reception and production of media content on the
level of micro politics, the dystopian perspective addresses institutional and eco-
nomic transformations on the macro level. In other words, there is actually no
debate between the two perspectives at all: in the course of their argument, both
perspectives draw on different examples, theories and approaches, and thus cre-
ate two different fields of study; however, at the same time, both generalize their
claims and findings as characteristic of the new participatory culture (in the
words of the utopian approach) or the new online economy (in the words of the
dystopian approach).

More current accounts, such as Henry Jenkins’s Convergence culture (2006), which
acknowledges the competing top-down and bottom-up powers defining digital
media’s participatory culture, do not manage to cover both perspectives.
Although Jenkins adequately states in the book’s introduction that ‘corporations
(...) still exert greater power than any individual consumer or even the aggregate
of consumers’ (2006, 3), in his analysis he focuses specifically on subversive and
resistant activities performed by dedicated fans. Simultaneously, in his analysis of
user participation in television shows and online communities, he downplays the
top-down powers that structure even fan-based participatory cultures. In contrast,
Andrejevic’s (2004) rather differentiated analysis of resistant cast behavior in the
Big Brother house and of related fan practices ultimately comes to the conclusion
that all of the cast’s and fans’ efforts to determine the outcome of the reality game
show, according to their own self-created rules, merely served the producers’ in-
terests.

Against the background of the reversed blind spots apparent in these two differ-
ent accounts of participatory media, I will discuss how three different examples of’
participation television — America’s Most Wanted (Fox since 1988), Big Brother (CBS
since 2000), and YouTube (after its acquisition by Google in October 2006) —
institutionalize ‘spaces of participation’ and how participation becomes ‘for-
matted’” within these spaces. I call this process ‘formatting’ in reference to the
adaptation of internationally circulating television programs, in which the format
details how a program should be produced but at the same time allows producers
to adapt it to the local culture. The term thus indicates a characteristic tension
between the predefinition by conceptual structures and the redefinition by prac-
tices. In a similar manner, the concept of ‘institutionalization’ (Berger/Luckmann
1967) as ‘socially constructed templates for actions, generated and maintained
through ongoing interactions’ (Barsley/Tolbert 1997, 94) helps to analyze the re-
lation between the interface, as offered by a television program or website, and
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refers to actual, physical acts of interaction between a television program’s or
website’s interface and users, whereas the term ‘participation’ will be used as a
concept to address the social, political and cultural characteristics of what I call
‘spaces of participation’.

I suggest a spatial metaphor to indicate that television programs or website
interfaces form the frameworks within which users who access and ‘inhabit’
such a space perform their actions. Unlike ethnographic practice theory, which
focuses on the observation of ‘publicly accessible practices’ (Swidler 2001, 76), I
do not think that practices as such are the starting point for an individual’s ac-
tions within real or virtual spaces. Rather, practices are structured by pre-existing
socially and ideologically defined spaces within which actions are performed.
These actions may negotiate and transform the very conventions and limits of a
given, in this case mediated, space; however, the social power to construct such
spaces and to define the frameworks for action is not shared equally within a
society. Particularly in the realm of media, the power to create frameworks of
communication is not distributed democratically, but instead is controlled by a
multinational industry, and in this regard digital media are no exception (see also
Resnick 1998). The crucial question remains how various powers structure such
spaces of cultural participation, because the interconnected question about
whether digital forms of interaction allow for more self-determined forms of par-
ticipation will be determined in this manner.

Against this background, a comparative historical approach to different frame-
works and spaces of participation is useful: it helps to avoid naive accounts that
proclaim new forms of participation to be radically different when they are actu-
ally linked, to 2 much greater extent than the utopian perspective acknowledges,
to traditional forms of culture and cultural conventions.

Aktenzeichen XY: participation as ‘nation watching’

Television shows that invite members of the audience to participate in a program
are not a new phenomenon in the history of television. Prior to the advent of
digital media, there were very few shows that initiated audience interaction by
implying the possibility for viewers’ participation in the show while they were
simultaneously watching at home. One of the earliest examples of participatory
television shows was the West-German reality crime show, Aktenzeichen XY... unge-
last (ZDF, beginning in 1967), which became the prototype for America’s Most
Wanted (Fox, beginning in 1988) and can, therefore, be seen as a key forerunner
for a certain brand of reality programming (see also Jermyn 2007; Pinseler 2007;
Miiller 2009). Aktenzeichen XY transformed the television studio into a stylized po-
lice departiment, presented reconstructions of real criminal cases as short filmic
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cases.

This show’s distinctive combination of dramaturgic elements made the pro-
gram an immediate and long-lasting international success. In the US, as in many
European countries, the program has been especially criticized for its power to
address the national audience as police informers (see also Cavender 2004; Jer-
myn 2007). As the German psychoanalyst Claus-Dieter Rath (1985) commented
furiously in an essay entitled The invisible network, this program is ‘a perverse reali-
zation of Brecht’s theory of radio, which called for the distribution system of
radio to be turned into a communications apparatus in which everyone is in-
volved. (...) The TV-citizen becomes a member of the police, the restorer of “law
and order”, the eye of the law. The state and the police force merge into the
audience, into a community around the broadcast, made up of the invisible elec-
tronic network between isolated homes and dwellings which (...) serves to arrest
the errant and the deviant. Thus the social arena functions as a hunting ground,
the living room as a hunter’s hide’ (1985, 200).

This critique could be translated into the more optimistic language of the uto-
pian approach to participatory media, which focuses on the ‘blurring of bound-
aries’ while neglecting questions of power: The ‘hybrid combination’ of television
and telephony breaks down modernity’s separation of public and private, of citi-
zens and state authorities, of information and entertainment. It turns-the pas-
sively consuming mass audience of traditional television programming into active
users of the interactive possibilities of a multimedia environment that allows the
‘collaborative intelligence’ of broadcasters, the police and the audience to fight
crime and make the world a safer place. This patently unreasonable translation
of Rath’s dystopian account misses the central question about power relations,
which are implied in the program’s specific setup and structure the interaction of
the participating parties. Aktenzeichen XY and its international adaptations define a
very narrow ideological space of participation: not only does this show allow for a
very limited range and depth of interaction®; the broadcaster, in collaboration
with the police, remains in control of the production of the television text, while
the show forces the interacting audience to subscribe to the ideological position
of the program, as defined by the conservative call for law and order.

This might explain the polarizing effect characteristic of this and subsequent
forms of television programming that drew on actual audience participation:
whereas the ‘passive’ viewer has the freedom to negotiate or resist the ideology of
a program (as described in active audience theory), the interactive participant ne-
cessarily affirms the program’s ideological stance: the interactive viewer engages
in this televisual form of nationwide ‘neighborhood watching’. Aktenzeichen XY and
its international adaptations provoked two different, if not quite opposite, reac-
tions: one can be described as the affirmation of citizenship, in a conservative
sense, by those who were willing to interact and forward information to state
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tical commentaries and parodies, can be described as a progressive form of citi-
zenship that questions the legitimacy of the collaboration between state author-
ities and public television in 2 civil society. Though one could argue that, for most
viewers, the participatory potential of the program remains only virtual, the criti-
cal reception of the program teaches us to not only examine the technological
interface of digitally enhanced forms of television and participatory websites, but
also to critically analyze how their dramaturgical and ideological setups structure
actual forms of interaction in any specific ‘space of participation’.

Big Brother: participation in a cross-media spectacle

Although Aktenzeichen XY and its international adaptations made use of a hybrid
media ensemble, they remain examples of how television structured the relation-
ship between the spheres of production and consumption as developed by broad-
cast media in the 20th century: the range and depth of possible interactions were
limited and ideologically defined. However, at the end of the ‘century of broad-
casting’, another highly controversial television program redefined the genre of
reality programming. For the first time in television history, the Dutch reality for-
mat Big Brother systematically employed a hybrid combination of television, tele-
phony and the internet to create enhanced forms of audience participation. In
addition to a daily episode, this cross-media spectacle made unedited live stream-
ing from cameras in the house accessible, which covered the life of the cast 24
hours a day. In addition to this, Big Brother invited the audience to discuss the cast
and the events on the program’s official website and (in its original version as
broadcast in 1999/20003) to decide every other week which of the two nominated
cast members should be expelled from the house. Any viewer with access to a
phone or a networked computer could literally make his or her choice between
the two options every other week, and it is well documented that many viewers did
so and further attempted to define the program’s development by communicating
their vote.

While the ‘traditional’ audience used the old media, television and telephone,
as a means for communication, a more media-savvy group of users began watch-
ing Big Brother on the Internet and employed this medium as a communicative
space, which allowed for alternate means of relating to the development of the
program and its reception (see also Mathijs/Jones 2004). Online, fans commented
on contestants, speculated about future developments in the house or about the
outcomes of nominations and votes, formed fan groups supporting individual
contestants, and advised producers about possibilities for further development of
the program. For this group of active fans, differences between the edited sixty-
minute episodes on television and the live streaming on the Internet became cru-
cial, as the live feed allowed this audience to watch life in the house indepen-
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interpretations that were uninfluenced by the edited and dramatized narratives
that were broadcast on television. According to comments by online fans, these
edited episodes misrepresented the events in the house in order to manipulate the
television audience’s decisions and bring them into accordance with the produ-
cers’ economic calculations (see Andrejevic 2004, 117-141; Tincknell/Raghuram
2004; Wilson 2004). The online fans’ critique raised two crucial questions: who
actually exercised editorial control over the program, and whether the range and
depth of Big Brother’s interactivity were as meaningful as the producer’s promotion
for the program had claimed. As a cross-media platform, Big Brother created an
enhanced, but at the same time still restricted, ‘space of participation’.

In his neo-Marxist approach to reality television, Mark Andrejevic (2004) sug-
gested that the space of participation, as created by Big Brother, can be described
as ‘a commodified example of procedural authorship: the producers craft the set
of rules whereby cast members (and sometimes audiences) shape the show’
(2004, 49). Compared to Aktenzeichen XY, this form of procedural authorship does
allow for more complex contributions by the audience, particularly on the inter-
net. Nevertheless, possible moments and the dramaturgical depth of potential
contributions by the audience are still limited. Beyond that, the range of participa-
tion is formatted by the program’s setup and is structured by the program’s ideol-
ogy. Therefore, Andrejevic in his analysis claims that ‘the result has not been a
transfer of power and control from the power elites of Hollywood to the masses,
but rather a shift in the burden of labor from paid actors and writers to the view-
ers, from whose rank the cast is drawn and whose free labor of fan sites helps add
value and interest in often lackluster performances’ (2004, 89).

Andrejevic points to a problem that is characteristic of the intermediate step
located between a merely consuming audience and the evolution of interactive
users in the realm of digitally networked media: whenever the audience stops
simply watching and consuming, whenever viewers start to interact with and con-
tribute to a program or to a program’s ‘overflow’ (Brooker 2001) on the Internet,
whenever users share their views or content online, they perform unpaid labor
and submit to extensive monitoring. This generates a surplus value that only the
producers can control and exploit. Arguing within the tradition of critical theory
and political economy, Andrejevic tends to equate any act of interaction in the
cross-media space of participation with the economic rationale of the industry;
however, his critical analysis of reality television highlights aspects of the new
media economy that many of the utopian approaches neglect or downplay. In a
more comprehensive approach, one could address this as the ‘condition of parti-
cipation’. On the one hand, active users do perform unpaid labor and produce
exploitable data. At the same time, members of the Big Brother audience become
active contributors to the program, and some of them do move, as fans, critical
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space of participation as formatted by the producers.

YouTube: Participation in a digital bazaar

Compared with Aktenzeichen XY and Big Brother, which represent two different types
of producer-formatted participation, video-sharing sites such as YouTube, Google
Video or Revver create a completely different space of participation, one in which
users maintain more control over the space. These sites allow users to upload and
distribute any video file that does not show adult or offensive content, or violates
copyrights. As Wired magazine has commented, ‘any amateur can record a clip’
and can, by following the six easy steps as recommend by Wired, ‘look like a pro’
(Feely 2006). Generally speaking, any one who owns the technological means to
record and upload a video film can share his or her self-made clips online. The
rapid increase in the number of video clips uploaded to and watched on YouTube,
by far the most popular of all online video-sharing sites,* appears to prove the
claim that the ease of access to digital means of production and distribution dis-
rupts the traditional regimes of television production and distribution. This sub-
stantiates the aforementioned statements, which have indicated that the bound-
aries between the spaces of production and consumption are becoming
increasingly blurred (e.g. Uricchio 2004; Anderson 2006; Jenkins 2006).

Nevertheless, video-sharing sites remain something distinctly unlike utopian
spaces of communication that are free of any technological, legal, economic or
cultural constraints. The first restrictions are posed by ‘protocols’ (Galloway/
Thacker 2007, 28ff.) and copyright regulations such as the Terms of Use and End-
User License Agreement. In addition, Google’s 1.85 billion dollar acquisition of You-
Tube in October 2006, and the subsequent adjustments to the site, demonstrate
the new online economy has identified video-sharing sites such as YouTube as
important markets for customized advertising. The corporate media industry has
begun to incorporate and redefine the ‘cooperative non-market production of in-
formation and culture’ (Benkler 2006, 2). In sheer economic terms, video-sharing
sites are not completely different from traditional systems of commercial broad-
casting. As Dallas Smythe (1977) has expressed: commercial broadcast television
is in the business of producing audiences for advertisers. Video-sharing sites offer
not only content that attracts peers, because many clips are produced by peers, it
also provides the advertisers with data that reveal any individual user’s online
activities, his or her cultural preferences, and the communities in which he or
she participates. Therefore, online video-sharing sites may perform the economic
function of television in the future, even more effectively than commercial televi-
sion has in the past. '

Beyond this still-developing economic framework, the interfaces of video-shar-
ing sites and the routinized forms for accessing and using these sites have cultur-
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tion. In an attempt to characterize online video-sharing sites, José van Dijck
(2007) suggests that their institutional form can be characterized as ‘homecast-
ing’, in contrast to broadcasting and narrowcasting, and that the cultural form of
user-generated videos clips can best be understood as ‘snippets’: ‘prerecorded,
rerecorded, tinkered, and self-produced audiovisual content’ that is not finished
like a traditional broadcast television program, but invites users to appropriate,
tinker with and respond to it. This characterization of ‘homecasting’ and the
‘snippet’ highlights the differences between traditional television and online vi-
deo-sharing sites. However, in terms of institutionalization and cultural forms,
there are also many similarities between these two types of audiovisual content
with regard to production, distribution and reception.

As a matter of fact, the traffic on YouTube demonstrates that the number of
users and downloaded clips far outnumbers the quantity of individual contribu-
tors and uploaded clips. Figures as published in July 2006 might still be indicative
of the ratio between incidental ‘producers’ and sheer ‘consumers’ of content on
YouTube: whereas 65,000 clips were uploaded per day, a total of roo million clips
were watched, which represents a ratio of 1:1,538.5 In other words, most YouTu-
bers do not employ YouTube as a means for publishing and distributing their
clips, but rather view it like traditional television, as ‘consumers’ of a ‘tube of
plenty’ (Barnouw 1990).

At the same time, there are an extraordinary number of users who do contrib-
ute video clips to YouTube. Prior to uploading clips, users have to create an ac-
count where they can then post their videos. This account becomes visible as an
identifiable ‘channel’ to which other users can subscribe. Even those who do not
upload their own clips can still create a channel by choosing clips already avail-
able on YouTube. Thus, as in traditional broadcast television, the concept of
‘channels’ structures the way clips are distributed online, and many users actually
try to brand their channel to attract a larger audience.

When uploading a video, the user is required to create a title and a description
for the clip, enter keywords, and choose one category from a list of fourteen to
characterize the clip’s genre, such as ‘education’, ‘how to & style’, or ‘people and
blogs’. Although the sheer number of videos available on YouTube functionally
prevents the exhaustive categorization of the content, handbooks such as YouTube
4 You (Miller 2007) and YouTube for Dummies (Botello/Sahlin 2007) reflect routi-
nized methods for accessing and using YouTube. Miller differentiates between
nine prototypes of users, namely the ‘recorder/sharer’, the ‘historian/enthusiast’,
the ‘home movie maker’, the ‘video blogger’, the ‘instructor’, the ‘reporter’, the
‘performer’, the ‘aspiring film director’ and the ‘online business’ (2007, 76-86).
Both the genre categories, as defined on YouTube, and the types of users, as
described by Miller, indicate that tinkering with the ‘snippets’ of other contribu-
tors is actually not the first and foremost practice performed on YouTube.
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reused and tinkered with, these still form the exception rather than the rule,
which is that clips on YouTube, even if not well structured in terms of drama-
turgy, are primarily meant to be watched. The interface offers no indication as to
how often a clip has been reused, but instead how often it has been watched, and
how it has been rated. As in any other mass medium, an implicit imperative of
YouTube is to create so-called ‘viral videos’, which will themselves be embedded
in many channels, blogs and websites, and thus will be watched by a larger audi-
ence.’ Handbooks include sections such as: ‘“What makes a great YouTube vi-
deo?’, ‘Sell product placement in your videos’, or ‘How to increase your YouTube
ratings — and your potential profits’ (Miller 2007, 87, 166, 172). Again, these re-
main approaches that are characteristic of commercial broadcast television and
function to structure YouTube’s space of participation according to its rationale.

However, as Van Dijck correctly points out, YouTube’s interface in general, and
many clips in particular, ask users to respond to the clips. The interface specifi-
cally invites users to post comments on clips; further, users can respond to the
comments themselves, or users can post another video in response to a clip. As
compared to traditional broadcast television, in which only a few formatted mo-
ments existed in specific programs when members of the audience can literally
respond, a dialogic structure is characteristic of online video-sharing sites, which
links YouTube to traditions of oral cultures. There is a huge diversity of the types
of comments on YouTube: some commentators express that they share experi-
ences or tastes; some tutor the maker of a clip and give tips on how to improve
the quality; others articulate what a viewer of a regular television show might
shout at his set when watching a program at home; some try to create attention
for their own clips on YouTube; and there are myriad other responses. Character-
istic of most such comments is their use of everyday language, as if users were
just chatting in an informal context. On YouTube and other video-sharing sites,
this appears to be the cultural norm, the routinized practice. Again, although
different from broadcast television, YouTube and other video-sharing sites gener-
ate their own (as far as the interface is concerned) explicit and (as far as recurrent
practices are concerned) implicit rules and conventions, which format the space
of participation YouTube offers.

Both the framework and the rules and conventions that define this space of
participation have to be analyzed in much more detail. My point here is that vi-
deo-sharing sites are formatted by a cultural framework that defines a video-shar-
ing site’s space of participation. This framework is partly generated by the web-
site’s interface and partly by the users’ recurrently performed and thus ‘highly
institutionalized actions’ (Zucker 1977, 727). Regarding YouTube, concepts that
are characteristic of broadcast television and conventions that are characteristic of
oral cultures combine to format the space of participation. On the one hand,
these concepts reveal the difference between producers and consumers, the con-
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reception, the worship of high ratings and their implicit commercial potential.
On the other hand, these conventions form the dialogic structure and traditions
of oral culture define this space. This is, although video-sharing sites allow for far
more diverse forms of participation than the examples of interactive television
programs analyzed in sections one and two, even video-sharing sites structure
possible acts of participation, and they do so by drawing on well established con-
ventions that then may become transformed and redefined.

A user who decides to upload clips to a video-sharing site subscribes to partici-
pating in what could best be described as a ‘bazaar’,” in which television is rede-
fined as part of an amateur culture. This non-professional approach to television
draws on dialogic structures and oral traditions, but at the same time is geared to
its professional and commercial form, which formats this specific space of parti-
cipation. Although YouTube and other video-sharing sites differ from broadcast _
television; broadcast television and online video-sharing sites do not embody dia-
metrically opposed concepts, but different institutionalizations of television on a
spectrum of cultural forms of television that mutually define cach other.® There-
fore, one should not underestimate broadcast television’s power to shape what I
call the participatory space of video-sharing sites.

Formatted spaces of participation

In the past decade, it appears as though we have witnessed what Bruno Felix and
Femke Wolting titled The end of television as we know it (2000), in their documentary
on the emerging online economy. Television ‘as we know it’ will remain powerful
in shaping participatory practices on cross-media and digital platforms. As Henry
Jenkins in Convergence culture has correctly argued, we have to consider ‘ever more
complex relations between top-down corporate media and bottom-up participa-
tory culture’ (2006, 243). However, I doubt that his romanticizing vision of top-
down vs. bottom-up forces provides an adequate account of the economiic, social,
and cultural processes that are shaping and reshaping the relationship between
the spheres of television production and consumption. The romantic metaphor of
‘top-down versus bottom-up’, very much like the opposition between the utopian
and the dystopian account of digital media as discussed at the beginning, evokes
a morally tinted opposition that characterizes non-professional and non-commer-
cial media practices by definition as authentic, democratic and empowering,
whereas professional and commercial media practices are marked as repressive
and manipulative. As I have demonstrated in my historically comparative account
of three different forms of interactive television and video-sharing sites, any of
these forms creates institutionally and culturally structured spaces of participa-
tion. These are not merely imposed upon users by the industrially created inter-
faces. Particularly in cross-media and in digital setups, such as Big Brother and
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nized practices of users. Instead of simply praising the ‘blurring of boundaries’
between the spheres of production and consumption, the concept of ‘formatted
spaces of participation’ allows for a more differentiated and adequate analysis of
the technological, economic, social and cultural powers and conventions that
structure the diverse participatory practices which these spaces allow for and also
provoke. In this emerging field of research into interactive television, online vi-
deo-sharing and participatory culture, the concept of ‘formatted spaces of partici-
pation’ helps to move beyond the technologically defined range and depth of in-
teractivity. It asks us to critically address the routinized practices within these
spaces that make these spaces into individualized institutions with their own spe-
cific, cultural conventions and ideologies.

Notes

1. In discourses on media and citizenship (e.g. Couldry, Livingstone and Markham 2007),
cultural policy (e.g. Blokland 1997), and traditional art (e.g. Arns 2004), the word ‘par-
ticipation’ refers to acts of engaging in culture and art by actively receiving culture, i.e.
reading, attending performances, visiting exhibitions, etc. However, the meaning of the
word ‘participation’ has changed: people characteristically ‘participate’ not only
through active reception of culture and art but also, and primarily, through the active
contribution of content to the culture in which they engage. See, for example, Ebare
(2004) or Jenkins (20006; 2007).

2. I employ here Jenssen’s (1999) theoretical approach to interactive television, in which
he favors a quantitative model of interactivity that allows for distinctions between dif-
ferent levels of interaction, which are allowed within a medium or application.

3. The rules for the format vary from season to season, not only to keep the format fresh
and attractive for the audience, but also to redesign the possible forms of audience
interaction. Generally speaking, the show’s producers increasingly attempt to control
the ‘space of participation’, which was much less restricted in the first season.

4. YouTube itself does not reveal exact data; however, data published by ComScore Media
Matrix, for September 2007, demonstrate the consistent popularity of YouTube as one
of the top ten overall websites: 75% of all internet users in the US watch streaming
video online, 27.6% of all users log on to YouTube. As ComSocre Media Matrix reports,
‘nearly 7o million people viewed more than 2.5 billion videos on YouTube.com. Online
viewers watched an average of slightly more than three hours of online video during the
month (181 minutes). The average online video duration was 2.7 minutes. The average
online video viewer consumed 68 videos, or more than two per day’ (http:/}www.com-
score.com/pressfrelease.asp?press=1929; April 2, 2008). Stelter (2008) reports more
than 3.4 billion video downloads in February 2008.

5. USA Today, July 16, 2006 (http:/fwww.usatoday.com/tech/news/2006-07-16-youtube-
views_x.htm; April 2, 2008).

6. Success stories, like Apple buying and remaking 17-year-old British college student
Nick Haley’s self-made commercial for the iPod Touch (Elliot 2007), not only demon-
strate that YouTube functions as a space where professional and amateur cultures meet,
but also that acknowledgment by many viewers and professionals is an implicit objec-
tive on YouTube.
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eI nugUL serve 4s a4 MEtpnor 1or ontne video-sharing sites (as opposed to the ‘ca-
thedral’ of broadcast TV), if one takes into account that a bazaar, although accessible to
anyone who can walk, is an institutionally and culturally highly structured space where
people not only meet to sell and buy, but additionally where there are different roles,
hierarchical structures, and conventions of conduct, all of which remain more or less
impregnated by the economic rationale of a bazaar.

8. Roepke (2006) shows that the boundaries between home moviemaking, amateur film-
making and the professional film world have remained blurred ever since.
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