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Article

Facilitating mediated communication among viewers of tele-
vision programs in real time via the use of social networking 
sites and mobile applications has been classified as a type  
of “second screen” experience called “Social TV” (Ainasoja, 
Linna, Heikkilä, Lammi, & Oksman, 2014; Giglietto & 
Selva, 2014; Nielsen, 2014a). Within such an experience, 
viewers devote one screen to watching the television pro-
gram, while dedicating another (typically a smartphone, tab-
let, or laptop) to concurrently communicating with others 
about the television program. This new area of research is 
growing quickly (see Han & Lee, 2014; Ji & Raney, 2015; 
Van Cauwenberge, Schaap, & Van Roy, 2014), with scholars 
noting remarkable trends pertaining to the interactivity of 
Social TV that contribute greatly to a multitude of media 
content and effects-based lines of scholarship.

The act of watching television has always had a compo-
nent focusing on the desire for a social, shared experience 
(Katz & Lazarsfeld, 1955). However, past decades facilitated 
this experience largely via co-viewing the same program in 
the same room at the same time. More recently, the addition 
of social media and portable touchscreen devices (e.g., 
smartphones and tablets) have facilitated television program 
viewers to interact in real time. The result has been less co-
viewing, along with increased tendencies to watch live 
megaevents (e.g., Super Bowl and Academy Awards) in real 
time to enable second-screen and Social TV experiences. 
More important, these public, social interactions are increas-
ingly accessible for examination. While many researchers 
have examined the effects second-screen experiences have 
on viewers (e.g., Giglietto & Selva, 2014; Johns, 2012; 

Nielsen, 2013; Smith & Boyles, 2012), further research is 
needed to expand on this knowledge and better understand 
the second-screen phenomenon, particularly in terms of how 
it mirrors and/or differentiates from Social TV.

This study adds to this vein of scholarship, examining a 
unique new entry into the Social TV experience: Story Sync. 
In 2012, the television channel AMC (home of popular pro-
grams including Breaking Bad, Mad Men, and The Walking 
Dead) began providing a service on its website allowing 
viewers to synchronize their commentary with others watch-
ing the program—even if people are consuming the program 
on different days and times. The service, dubbed Story Sync, 
allows people to have shared experiences while time shifting 
their viewing habits to fit their personal needs (AMC TV, 
2013), decoupling the need to watch something live from the 
desire to participate in Social TV activity.

As the practice of Social TV increases in both popularity 
and use, some of the most influential conversations about 
television shows are happening via Twitter. Rare is the 
instance in which there is truly a “game-changing” advent to 
a media platform; however, second-screen viewership seem-
ingly significantly alters and synchronizes two: television 
viewing and social media use. Previously passive television 
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viewing becomes both active and, indeed, interactive. 
Concurrently, other forms of a person’s social, computer-
mediated identity are intermingled with their television tastes 
and opinions, making what one consumes more integrally 
tied to who one purports to be—at least in online form. Thus, 
viewers use Twitter (via smartphone, tablet, or laptop) to 
comment on and discuss television programs in real time. 
Through “live-tweeting” a television program, viewers are 
able to instantly connect with others who are also watching 
the show, thereby increasing the social aspects of television 
viewing. According to Nielsen Social (2014), 36 million 
people in the United States sent 990 million tweets about 
television shows in 2013. This is one of the primary reasons 
why Nielsen Social was created to track digital conversa-
tions about television shows using Twitter (Nielsen, 2014b). 
While other social network sites (e.g., Facebook and Tumblr) 
generate some social discussion through the use of Social 
TV, Twitter has generated the most dialogic, real-time, and 
publicly accessible discussions.

The cable television show The Walking Dead and the 
social network site Twitter were chosen to collect data for 
three unique reasons. First, AMC actively encourages 
social media–centered discussions surrounding The Walking 
Dead through the use of Story Sync (AMC TV, 2013). 
Second, Nielsen Social (2014) recently launched a new ser-
vice called “Nielsen Twitter TV Ratings,” with the specific 
purpose of measuring the total activity and reach of 
TV-related conversation on Twitter. Third, The Walking 
Dead ranked first in Nielsen Social’s report, “2014 Top 10 
Series on Twitter,” with an average of 576,000 tweets per 
episode (Nielsen Social, 2014). The combination of these 
three factors make Twitter and The Walking Dead stand out 
as clear choices for analysis.

Within this new platform, the current project utilizes con-
tent analysis to explore the relationship between audience 
social media commentaries and contemporary broadcast 
scenes in popular television. Through a content analysis of 
publicly available conversations (via Twitter) during the first 
three episodes of The Walking Dead, Season 5 (airing October 
2014), this study sheds light on key factors motivating viewers 
to interact with others about the television show on social 
media while simultaneously viewing the television episode.

Literature Review

The manner in which people communicate has fundamentally 
changed because of the rise in social media use, allowing 
individuals to stay constantly connected while providing a 
continuous means of mediated interaction. Along with 
increased use and widespread adoption of social networking 
sites (e.g., Facebook, Twitter, YouTube, Instagram, and 
Pinterest), communication researchers have frequently 
employed the uses and gratifications perspective to examine 
why people find this medium so appealing (Lenhart, Purcell, 
Smith, & Zickuhr, 2010). Social relationships are frequently 

the object of uses and gratifications applications within social 
media platforms (Raacke & Bonds-Raacke, 2008; Valenzuela, 
Park, & Kee, 2009) with scholars also focusing on the nego-
tiation of self-representation within these networks (Bonds-
Raacke & Raacke, 2010; Quan-Haase & Young, 2010). 
Similarly, a growing number of studies (e.g., Ainasoja et al., 
2014; Doughty et al., 2012; Greer & Ferguson, 2011; Han & 
Lee, 2014; Harrington, Highfield, & Bruns, 2013; Ji & Raney, 
2015; Johns, 2012; Van Cauwenberge et al., 2014) examining 
the second-screen experience have also utilized the uses and 
gratifications approach to better understand motivations for 
participating in this form of second-screen use. For the  
purposes of this study, Giglietto and Selva’s (2014) definition 
of Social TV will be incorporated, which they define as  
“the interactions among other viewers and between viewers, 
the characters, and the producers of the show enabled by the 
second-screen practice” (p. 260).

The second-screen environment is a unique mixture of 
social, interactive, and mass media; because of this, the uses 
and gratifications approach is particularly applicable to the 
second-screen experience as this mixture, at its core, is  
predominantly about choices within a plethora of available 
mediated communication options. A central assumption of 
the uses and gratifications perspective is that audience mem-
bers proactively seek out a medium in an attempt to satisfy a 
specific need or gratification (Blumler & Katz, 1974) and 
also that media enjoyment (a gratification obtained) is influ-
enced by many different social and psychological factors 
(Katz et al., 1974; Rubin, 2002; Ruggiero, 2000). A study by 
Wohn and Na (2011) applied Katz, Blumler, and Gurevitch’s 
(1973) original five uses and gratifications need typologies 
to the analysis of the second-screen experience; these needs 
typologies theorize that exposure to media is dependent on 
the gratification an individual seeks to obtain from that  
particular medium (Katz, Blumler, & Gurevitch, 1974). The 
uses and gratifications approach explains media use as  
a cyclical function, where a combination of individual  
needs and sociopsychological factors create certain expecta-
tions, which affect patterns of media use (Katz et al., 1974). 
Patterns of media use eventually yield gratifications, which 
then revert to influence individual needs (Katz et al., 1973). 
The majority of uses and gratifications research on television 
use has examined how different expectations, motivations, 
and sociopsychological factors lead to different media use 
(Rubin, 1983; Rubin, Perse, & Powell, 1985).

Mobile Device Use and the Second Screen

The most recent Nielsen survey of connected device owners 
reported that almost half of U.S. smartphone users and tablet 
users (46% and 43%, respectively) reported using these 
devices at least once a day while watching television pro-
grams as a second screen (Nielsen, 2013). The Nielsen sur-
vey shows that viewers are using their second screen for both 
talking about or learning about the television program they 
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are watching and also for pursuing other activities related to 
their media consumption (e.g., seeking general information 
or browsing the web, visiting social networking sites, as well 
as commentaries about the program they are watching). 
Second-screen viewing has also become a popular practice 
for individuals watching political events such as the 2012 US 
presidential debates and the State of the Union address 
(Sasseen, Olmstead, & Mitchell, 2013). Television program 
producers openly encourage audience members to use the 
second screen to express their opinions, interact with fellow 
viewers, and engage with official TV program social media 
accounts via Facebook and Twitter (Giglietto & Selva, 2014). 
An official #hashtag is often provided by TV program pro-
ducers and is shared on social networking sites as well as 
during the actual broadcast of the TV program—via place-
ment of a “bug” in a corner of the broadcast television screen. 
This use of social networking sites as a real-time backchan-
nel of communication among television program viewers has 
been well documented (Boyd, 2010; Johns, 2012).

Twitter and the Second Screen

Several academic studies have investigated the use of Twitter 
to discuss issues in real time (e.g., Doughty et  al., 2012; 
Huang, Thornton, & Efthimiadis, 2010; Savage, 2011), yet 
only a relative few specifically examine the use of Twitter to 
discuss live television offerings (e.g., Ji & Raney, 2015; 
Schirra, Sun, & Bentley, 2014; Wohn & Na, 2011). Many 
may consider the content of tweets to be trivial in nature, yet 
recent studies examining the live tweeting of television pro-
grams report that one of the primary motivations for engag-
ing in Social TV is the sense of community and connectedness 
experienced with others who share interest in the television 
program (e.g., Doughty et al., 2012; Harrington et al., 2013; 
Highfield, Harrington, & Bruns, 2013; Ji & Raney, 2015; 
Schirra et al., 2014). Savage (2011) demonstrates that “tweets 
range from the inane to the arresting. But taken together, they 
open a surprising window onto the moods, thoughts, and 
activities of society at large” (p. 18). For instance, Wohn and 
Na’s (2011) analysis of live tweets surrounding a television 
program showed that 60% of these tweets contained either 
emotional or opinionated content.

Twitter enables viewers to participate in a shared, collec-
tive, experience via Social TV. Social TV users reported that 
watching television alone was a key motivation for live 
tweeting about a television show, suggesting that Social TV 
activity allows viewers to feel a sense of connectedness—as 
if they were watching the show with others (Schirra et al., 
2014). Huang et al. (2010) identified that live-tweeting users 
utilize hashtags to create and participate in conversational 
“micro-memes”—time-sensitive, impromptu discussions 
surrounding a topic. Schirra et  al. (2014) further demon-
strated this point in that “conversational tagging is particu-
larly relevant to television live-tweeting, as using 
show-specific hashtags helps categorize a particular tweet 

while also providing a window into wider conversations with 
friends and strangers about a television show” (p. 2422).

Enjoyment and the Second Screen

Raney (2004) asserted that the level of enjoyment (or gratifica-
tions obtained) an individual gains from using a specific 
medium is more than just a function of a certain type of con-
tent; rather, it is also affected by the setting—or environment—
in which a mediated event is experienced by an individual. 
Similarly, Denham (2004) incorporated uses and gratifications 
approaches, coupled with social psychology theories (social 
identity theory, disposition theory, and uncertainty reduction 
theory) to suggest that “social norms and viewing situations [of 
a medium] are ultimately as central to enjoyment as content is” 
(p. 370). Therefore, through analyzing the role these second-
screen conversations play in the consumption and enjoyment 
of a television program, deeper understandings of viewer’s 
entertainment experiences can be gained.

Brojakowski (2015) describes the changes that are occur-
ring in television enjoyment by examining the differences in 
the evolution of television viewing from “a linear, push envi-
ronment to an unending, viewer-generated pull environ-
ment” (p. 24). According to one study (“Digital set to surpass 
TV,” 2014), media consumption (e.g., general Internet use, 
social media, and streaming television programs) surpassed 
television viewing for the first time as the dominant form of 
media use in the United States. Through the creation of inter-
active, digital content (e.g., applications such as TV Tag, 
Viggle, and AMC’s Story Sync), television networks seem to 
have embraced Social TV as a new and innovative way to 
reach their audiences.

The Social Media Case of “The Walking Dead”

Social media applications such as TV Tag (formerly “Get 
Glue”) and online interactive platforms such as The Walking 
Dead’s Story Sync exist specifically for the purpose of 
encouraging viewers to participate in the second-screen 
experience. Additionally, these social backchannels pro-
vide valuable real-time feedback to television show pro-
ducers about their audience’s reactions to their content. 
AMC’s Story Sync for The Walking Dead (TWD) is an 
interactive, guided second-screen experience allowing 
viewers to vote in polls, answer trivia questions, offer opin-
ions on what will happen next in the episode, and chat with 
other viewers about the show in real time (AMC TV, 2013). 
Viewers can participate in Story Sync via their smartphone, 
tablet, or Internet browser (thewalkingdeadstorysync.com) 
or via the new (debuting with Season 5) Windows 8 TWD 
Story Sync app during premieres of new episodes of the 
television program (AMC TV).

Story Sync is designed to be an interactive, social, sec-
ond-screen TV viewing experience. There are four primary 
types of interactive elements within Story Sync: (a) a 
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judgment poll, asking Social TV participants about their 
opinion of a character’s actions in the most recent scene; (b) 
a decision poll, asking Social TV participants what action 
they think the character(s) should make next or what deci-
sion the participant would make if they were in the 
character(s) situation; (c) a threat level meter, asking Social 
TV participants to rate how much of a threat a certain char-
acter or a specific situation is on a 5-point scale (1 = low 
threat to 5 = severe threat); and (d) a gore gauge, where 
Social TV participants are shown a freeze-frame picture 
along with a quote from the scene just after it aired, asking 
participants to rate how gruesome the image is on a 5-point 
scale (1 = barely bloody to 5 = total bloodbath).

Non-interactive elements that audience members encoun-
ter when using Story Sync include (a) quotes from a previous 
episode (the quote text is overlaid a still image from the 
scene the quote is from); (b) remember quizzes where the 
audience is asked to answer a multiple choice question about 
something that happened in a previous episode (the text is 
overlaid a still image from the scene the question is from); 
(c) flashback scenes where a short video clip from a previous 
episode is played; (d) freeze frame a poignant image from the 
current episode is highlighted; (e) kill shot where a still 
image of a character killing a zombie from the current epi-
sode is highlighted; (f) instant replay of an important scene 
from the current episode; and (g) weapon details about a spe-
cific weapon a character in the episode uses.

When TWD Story Sync debuted in 2012 for the show’s 
Season 2 mid-season finale, it was one of the first of its kind 
to do so (AMC TV, 2013). Story Sync even has a separate set 
of commercial advertisements timed with the live broadcast, 
also facilitating the sharing of thoughts and opinions to social 
network sites, driving both social media buzz and overall 
awareness of AMC television programs (Bishop, 2014). The 
number of viewers using Story Sync during a Season 4 epi-
sode of TWD was comparable to the number of people live 
tweeting about the show (Bishop, 2014). Whether it is social 
media that is attracting viewers to Story Sync, or that Story 
Sync is encouraging more social media interaction is not yet 
clear, but the popularity of use of the second-screen is 
undoubtedly increasing among TWD viewers.

AMC has also included The Talking Dead, the compan-
ion talk show of TWD, in their Social TV endeavors. Pasztor 
and Korn (2015) focus on the Social TV aspects of The 
Talking Dead to present a new model of television engage-
ment wherein they redefine the concept of parasociality 
(Horton & Wohl, 1956) as technoprosociality. While paraso-
ciality, on one hand, describes the illusionary feeling that a 
viewer is engaged in a reciprocal relationship with an on-
screen persona (e.g., fictional characters, talk show hosts, 
and celebrities) and is a one-way flow of communication 
(Rubin et al., 1985), technoprosociality, on the other hand, is 
the actual exchange of communication between a viewer 
and an on-screen persona and is a multi-flow form of com-
munication (Pasztor & Korn, 2015). Pasztor and Korn 

define technoprosociality as “the integration of social media 
technology to maximize audience engagement and interper-
sonal relationship development between celebrities and 
fans” (p. 184). The Talking Dead’s innovative use of Social 
TV to engage with their audience through social media, 
online polls, and phone-ins helped to minimize the social 
distance felt between the show’s live audience and the vir-
tual audience, thereby increasing levels of engagement for 
all viewers (Pasztor & Korn, 2015).

As demonstrated above, previous studies have examined 
viewer second-screen use while viewing television pro-
grams; however, little research has examined how user 
motivations can be exemplified within engagement in sec-
ond-screen activities. The extent to which a viewer’s level 
of enjoyment of a television program is affected by the 
second-screen experience is still relatively unclear, war-
ranting in-depth analysis of the enjoyment of the second-
screen experience. Therefore, this study examines how 
viewers interact with The Walking Dead’s Story Sync plat-
form. Doing so can illuminate the gratifications obtained 
from this behavior while further clarifying the relationship 
between audience social media commentaries and contem-
porary broadcast scenes.

Additionally, one final element that has been linked to 
computer-mediated communication for quite some time 
(Walther & D’Addario, 2001) involves communication via 
emoticon use. Emoticons are “graphic representations of 
facial expressions” (Walther & D’Addario, 2001, p. 324). 
Unsurprisingly, emoticons are one of the most utilized non-
verbal cues used to mediate interpersonal communication 
between Social TV users (Chorianopoulos & Lekakos, 2008). 
Chorianopoulos and Lekakos (2008) note that the use of 
emoticons among Social TV users “promotes a seamless and 
non-verbal communication among distant viewers” (p. 117). 
Emoticons are often used to supplement the lack of non-ver-
bal elements on social networking sites such as Twitter (Park, 
Baek, & Cha, 2014), and similarly, this use of emoticons has 
been critical to debunking notions of computer-mediated 
communication being entirely lacking of non-verbal elements 
(Shao-Kang, 2008). As the use of emoticons has elevated in 
relevance in more recent years, evidenced by an emoji being 
named Merriam Webster’s word of the year (Ziv, 2015), 
makes emoticon use within second-screen communication 
relevant and yet exploratory.

Research Questions

Given the potentially anomalous nature of The Walking Dead 
when coupled with the new innovation of Story Sync, poten-
tial areas of study can be delineated, yet relationships cannot 
be directly predicted. As such, five issues are tested, all in the 
form of research questions:

RQ
1
. What message types are Social TV users most likely 

to tweet about while watching The Walking Dead?
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RQ
2
. To what extent do viewers utilize official #hashtags 

provided by the television show producers/Story Sync?

RQ
3a

. What proportion of tweets directly refer to a scene 
featured in Story Sync?

RQ
3b

. What message types are most likely to emerge in 
tweets that directly refer to a scene featured in Story Sync?

RQ
4a

. What proportion of tweets use emoticons?

RQ
4b

. What message types are most likely to emerge in 
tweets that use emoticons?

RQ
4c

. What message types are most likely to emerge in 
tweets that are in response to an interactive Story Sync 
element?

Methodology

The universe of investigation for this study consisted of pub-
licly available conversations posted to the social networking 
site Twitter during the premiere of the first three episodes of 
The Walking Dead, Season 5 (original air dates: 12 October, 
19 October, and 26 October 2014). Tweets were gathered 1 hr 
before, during the episode, and in the hour immediately fol-
lowing the episode, when the related television program, The 
Talking Dead, airs. Data collection began on all 3 days at 
7:00 p.m. (central standard time [CST]) and was extended 
until 2:00 a.m. (CST) to allow for data collection from view-
ers observing Pacific Standard Time, as this television pro-
gram has a delayed premiere time for West coast viewers.

Data were gathered using DiscoverText, a cloud-based, 
collaborative text analytics platform. DiscoverText utilizes 
Twitter’s “advanced search” options by implementing date 
and time restrictions to properly work within Twitter’s algo-
rithms. The total data collection for all three episodes resulted 
in a database of over 174,076 tweets (E1 = 59,797; 
E2 = 34,881; and E3 = 79,396). Next, the data were narrowed 
by removing all non-English tweets, along with all retweets, 
leaving only English language, original tweets for analysis. 
Of these tweets, every 60th tweet was analyzed to make the 
coding more manageable while also ensuring a stratified ran-
dom sample within each episode. In all, 2,977 tweets were 
subject to analysis.

The tweets were selected for collection prior to the epi-
sode’s premiere with specific #hashtags (official hashtags 
designated by AMC TV and communicated to viewers 
through social media and Story Sync). For Season 5,  

Episode 1, tweets with the following hashtags were collected: 
#TWD, #TheWalkingDead, #NoSanctuary, #huntorbehunted, 
#TalkingDead, and #DeadBuzz. For Season 5, Episode 2, 
tweets with the following hashtags were collected:  
#TWD, #TheWalkingDead, #Strangers, #huntorbehunted, 
#WhoIsFatherGabriel, #TalkingDead, and #DeadBuzz. For 
Season 5, Episode 3, tweets with the following hashtags were 
collected: #TWD, #TheWalkingDead, #FourWallsAndARoof, 
#huntorbehunted, #bobBQ, #AskAndrew, #TalkingDead, and 
#DeadBuzz. Words, phrases, and/or hashtags that “trended” 
on Twitter during this time were also monitored and included 
using Nielsen Twitter TV Ratings (Nielsen, 2014b); any 
unanticipated trends were retroactively collected for analysis 
as needed via the DiscoverText GNIP importer.

The codebook was modified from Giglietto and Selva’s 
(2014) coding scheme examining second-screen use of 
Twitter during political talk shows. Each tweet analyzed was 
coded as one of the eight message types, and each message 
type fits into one of the four message categories (subjective, 
objective, and inbound, or outbound, outlined in Table 1).

The first six message types were derived from Giglietto 
and Selva’s coding scheme and, as Table 1 shows, are defined 
as the following: Attention-Seeking (A) messages contain 
text with @mentions (non-RT’s) directed toward the produc-
ers, directors, actors, or characters in TWD and/or text end-
ing in a question (non-rhetorical); Emotion (E) messages 
contain text with words expressing feelings or emotions such 
as excitement, fear, hate, anger, text written in ALL CAPS, 
tweets with multiple exclamation points, emoticons, and so 
on; Interpretation (I) messages contain text expressing an 
opinion framed by a clear reference (e.g., a quote or descrip-
tion of the scene) to the content broadcast during a scene; 
Pure Information (II) messages contain text that is purely 
informational (without opinionated or emotional influence), 
information about the program (e.g., “#TWD airs in just 
15 mins on @AMC”), and announcements about what is 
happening or going to happen next; Opinion-Observation 
(O) messages contain text where the presence of personal 
pronouns is the dominant feature (e.g., “I think . . .” and “In 
my opinion . . .”); and Objectivized Opinion (OI) messages 
contain tweets clearly expressing an opinion without openly 
presenting it as such (i.e., a tweet expressing an opinion but 
not fitting into one of the aforementioned categories).

Because of their substantiated links to other forms of 
media enjoyment (see Raney, 2006), two additional message 
categories were developed specifically for the purposes of 

Table 1.  2 × 2 Matrix of Message Types and Categories (Giglietto & Selva, 2014).

Objective Subjective  

Emotion (E) Attention-Seeking (A) INBOUND
Anticipation (AN) Attention-Emotion (AE)
Opinion (O) Interpretation (I) OUTBOUND
Objectivized Opinion (OI) Pure Information (II)
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this study: Anticipation (AN) messages contain text express-
ing a sense of urgency about an upcoming episode or scene 
(e.g., “5 mins til #TWD!”) and Attention-Emotion (AE) mes-
sages contain text with @mentions (non-RT’s) directed 
toward the producers, directors, actors, or characters in TWD; 
text ending in a question (non-rhetorical); and text contain-
ing words expressing feelings or emotions such as excite-
ment, fear, hate, anger, text written in ALL CAPS, tweets 
with multiple exclamation points, and emoticons.

Two coders were trained by independently coding a ran-
domly selected section of tweets, consisting of 10% of the 
total sample. Using Cohen’s (1960) kappa statistic for deter-
mining acceptable levels of intercoder reliability, consis-
tency was found among coders (K = .917).

Results

The first research question (RQ
1
) queried the message types 

emerging in tweets about The Walking Dead. Table 2 reports 
the overall message types occurring within the tweets that 
were subject to analysis.

As Table 2 shows, the use of Twitter to express anticipa-
tion for the upcoming episode was the most frequent overall 
(n = 587, 19.7%) and also during Episode 1 (n = 249, 25%) 
and Episode 2 (n = 194, 19.5%). While there was a slight 
decline in anticipatory tweets in Episode 3 (n = 144, 14.3%), 
interpretive tweets were significantly higher than in the first 
two episodes at 27.2% (n = 267), compared to 10.4% (n = 104) 
in Episode 1 and 14.3% (n = 143) in Episode 2.

Research Question 2 examined the extent to which view-
ers used official hashtags provided and promoted by the tele-
vision show producers and Story Sync. These included (a) 
hashtags superimposed in the bottom right corner of the tele-
vision screen during airtime, (b) hashtags seen in social 
media shared and officially promotional images shared prior 
to the episode’s airtime (e.g., #huntorbehunted and #whois-
fathergabriel), (c) hashtags promoted via Story Sync, and  
(d) hashtags used by the official AMC The Walking Dead 
Twitter account in relation to the episode (e.g., #TWD, 
#TheWalkingDeadTONIGHT, and #TalkingDead). Figures 1 

to 3 show the frequencies of each hashtag tracked, per hour, 
for each episode.

As Figures 1 to 3 show, there is a significant increase in 
promoted hashtag use between 11:00 p.m. and 1:00 a.m. 
CST. This increase in hashtag use suggests that viewers using 
Social TV while watching The Walking Dead also time shift 
their viewing habits.

Research Question 3a examined the proportion of tweets 
directly referring to a specific scene featured in Story Sync. 
Table 3 shows descriptive statistics and the percentage counts 
for the Story Sync referenced tweets for each message type.

As Table 3 illuminates, of the data subject to analysis, 323 
tweets (10.9% of the total number of tweets analyzed, n = 2,976) 
directly referenced a featured question or moment featured dur-
ing Story Sync, providing a succinct answer to RQ

3a
.

Research Question 3b queried the most prevalent types 
of messages within Story Sync tweets. Referencing back to 
Table 3, of the tweets directly referencing a featured ques-
tion or moment from Story Sync, a full two thirds (n = 213, 
65.9%) of the tweets were classified as the “interpretation” 
message type, with the next highest message type being 
“emotion” at 13% (n = 42). A cross tabulation and a chi-
square test revealed that tweets directly referencing a  
featured question or moment from Story Sync were signifi-
cantly more likely to be the “interpretation” message type 
category than all other message type categories combined 
(χ2 (7) = 627.18, p < .001).

Research Question 4a concerned the proportion of emoti-
cons prevalent in tweets within the programs. Table 4 reports 
the frequency of emoticon use by message type.

As Table 4 shows, of the data subject to analysis, 404 
tweets (13.6% of the total number of tweets analyzed, 
n = 2,976) used emoticons, answering RQ

4a
.

Research Question 4b concerned message types embed-
ded within emoticon-based tweets. Again utilizing Table 4, 
of the tweets that used emoticons, 31.9% (n = 129) of the 
emoticon tweets were classified as the “anticipation” mes-
sage type, with the next highest being, not surprisingly, the 
“emotion” message type at 22.8% (n = 92). A cross tabulation 
and a chi-square test revealed that tweets that used emoticons 

Table 2.  Descriptive Statistics for Message Types Found in Tweets for Season 5, Episodes 1–3.

Message type Season 5, Episode 1 Season 5, Episode 2 Season 5, Episode 3 Season 5, Episodes 1–3

Count Percentage Count Percentage Count Percentage Count Percentage

Attention-Seeking 78 7.8 108 10.8 223 23.8 419 14.1
Emotion 165 16.5 177 17.8 144 14.7 486 16.3
Interpretation 104 10.4 143 14.3 267 27.2 514 17.3
Pure Information 56 5.6 93 9.3 80 8.2 229 7.7
Opinion-Observation 79 7.3 150 15.0 46 4.7 269 9.0
Objectivized Opinion 251 25.2 65 6.5 55 5.6 371 12.5
Anticipation 249 24.9 194 19.5 144 14.4 587 19.7
Attention-Emotion 22 2.2 67 6.7 12 1.2 101 3.4
Total 998 100 997 100 981 100 2976 100
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Figure 1.  Season 5, Episode 1 hashtag frequencies per hour.

Figure 2.  Season 5, Episode 2 hashtag frequencies per hour.

were significantly more likely to fall into the “anticipation” 
and “emotion” message types over any other message type 
category (χ2 (7) = 84.56, p < .001).

The final research question (RQ
4c

) pertained to the mes-
sage type of the tweets made in response to an interactive 
Story Sync element, specifically (a) a judgment poll, asking 
Social TV participants about their opinion of a character’s 
actions in the most recent scene; (b) a decision poll, asking 
Social TV participants what action they think the character(s) 
should make next or what decision the participant would 
make if they were in the character(s) situation; (c) a threat 
level meter, asking Social TV participants to rate how much 
of a threat a certain character or a specific situation is on a 

5-point scale (1 = low threat to 5 = severe threat); and (d) a 
gore gauge, where Social TV participants are shown a freeze-
frame picture along with a quote from the scene just after it 
aired, asking participants to rate how gruesome the image is 
on a 5-point scale (1 = barely bloody to 5 = total bloodbath). 
Table 5 shows descriptive statistics and the percentage counts 
for the specific Story Sync interactive element referenced 
tweets for each message type.

As highlighted in Table 5, of the data subject to analysis, 
323 tweets (10.9% of the total number of tweets analyzed, 
n = 2,976) directly referenced a featured question or moment 
featured during that episodes Story Sync; of those, 92 tweets 
(28.5%) directly referenced a judgment poll question. Of the 
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tweets directly referencing a Story Sync judgment poll ques-
tion, 65% (n = 60) were coded in the “interpretation” mes-
sage type, and 19.5% (n = 18) of these tweets were classified 
as the “emotion” message type. Of the tweets directly refer-
encing content within Story Sync, 112 tweets (35%) directly 
referenced a decision poll question. The majority of tweets 
directly referencing a Story Sync decision poll question 
were coded in the “interpretation” message type (80.4%, 

n = 90), significantly more than all other categories com-
bined (χ2 (7) = 36.15, p < .001).

Of the tweets directly referencing content within Story 
Sync, 59 tweets (18.3%) directly referenced a threat level 
meter question with nearly half (n = 28; 47.5%) coded as the 
“interpretation” message type and nearly a quarter (n = 14; 
23.7%) coded as the “objectivized opinion” message type. 
Of the tweets that directly referenced content within Story 

Table 4.  Descriptive Frequency Statistics for Message Type of Tweets Using Emoticons.

Message type

  Attention-
Seeking

Emotion Interpretation Pure 
Information

Opinion-
Observation

Objectivized 
Opinion

Anticipation Attention-
Emotion

Total

Count 32 92 36 24 25 51 129 15 404
Percentage within 
emoticons

7.9 22.8 8.9 5.9 6.2 12.6 31.9 3.7 100.0

Percentage within 
message type

7.6 18.9 7.0 10.5 9.3 13.7 22.0 14.9 13.6

Table 3.  Descriptive Frequency Statistics for Message Type of Story Sync-Referenced Tweets.

Message type

  Attention-
Seeking

Emotion Interpretation Pure 
Information

Opinion-
Observation

Objectivized 
Opinion

Anticipation Attention-
Emotion

Total

Count 16 42 213 4 21 22 1 4 323
Percentage within 
Story Sync

5.0 13.0 65.9 1.2 6.5 6.8 0.3 1.2 100.0

Percentage within 
message type

3.8 8.6 41.4 1.7 7.8 5.9 0.2 4.0 10.9

Figure 3.  Season 5, Episode 3 hashtag frequencies per hour.
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Sync, 28 (8.7%) tweets directly referenced a gore gauge 
question, with half (n = 14; 50%) coded as the “interpreta-
tion” message type, and the second most (n = 6; 21.4%) clas-
sified as the “opinion observation” message type. Thus, 
Research Question 5c is answered in that the “interpretation” 
message type is the primary message type directly respond-
ing to an interactive Story Sync element.

Discussion

This study clarified the relationship between the use of Social 
TV and related comments on the social network site, Twitter, 
within the popular television offering, The Walking Dead. 
The use of emoticons was also examined in an effort to better 
understand viewers’ use of emoticons as non-verbal cues in 
Social TV commentary. Contributions abound when relating 
the results to larger understandings of media consumption 
and its relationship to the use of other screens, devices, and 
platforms.

First, the prominence of comments relating to anticipation 
of events is noteworthy, as the majority of Social TV research 
focuses on reactions to content, not reactions to content that 
has not yet aired. Roughly one fifth of all comments could be 
classified as anticipatory in nature, meaning that viewers do 
not merely seek to react to these types of dramatic serial 
offerings but also wish to interact with people to build poten-
tial enjoyment when the content ultimately does air.

Second, the study illuminated how set hashtags amplify 
over the course of time, with results showing peak use of 
hashtags several hours after an episode aired on the East 
Coast. While this could be a function of the East Coast still 
discussing an episode while the West Coast is still initially 
consumed in its initial airing, the magnitude of the increase 
suggests other issues are at play. For instance, the hashtags 
appear to be a funneling mechanism over time, with initial 
comments being more scattershot and later comments seek-
ing more focused, deeper conversations based on the primary 
events that unfolded.

Third, approximately 11% of the total number of tweets 
analyzed directly referenced a featured question or moment 
featured in Story Sync. Given the novelty of the Story Sync 
feature, such a result likely shows that these types of offer-
ings will increase over time, offering Social TV in more con-
trolled, focused form, apparently fulfilling a desire of a 
significant portion of Social TV participants.

Fourth, the interpretation message typology was the most 
prevalent of all categories, accounting for two thirds of all 
Story Sync tweets. Moreover, the majority of the subjective, 
outbound, interpretive Story Sync tweets (71.3%) directly ref-
erenced either a judgment poll or a decision poll question. 
Interestingly, the two most prevalent message typologies in 
Episode 1 (objectivized opinion and anticipation) were barely 
or not at all (respectively) represented by the Story Sync tweets, 
suggesting that Story Sync is offering something unique from 
the generalized social media experience found on Twitter.T
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Finally, the use of emoticons is noteworthy, warranting 
future study at least partly because they were not predomi-
nantly used to render comments in the “emotion” category. 
Instead, anticipation—certainly a correlate, yet not a surro-
gate for emotion—was the most prevalent type of comment 
featuring emoticon use. Subsequent scholarship should 
explore the incorporation of such visual renderings; while 
seeming innocuous, emoticons are becoming an increasingly 
prevalent form of communication within online networks 
(e.g., Jhih-Syuan & Pena, 2011; Park et al., 2014).

Overall, Social TV participants used Twitter to express 
their personal opinions in the form of scene interpretation, 
emotional reactions to characters and scenes, and to commu-
nicate their anticipatory feelings about the upcoming epi-
sode. While these opinions are sometimes addressed to other 
users—or to the television program or the actor’s official 
Twitter accounts—often these opinions addressed a non-spe-
cific, imagined audience (Marwick & Boyd, 2011) of simi-
larly like-minded The Walking Dead fans who might also be 
engaged in Social TV during an episode premiere.

At first glance, it may seem as though no clear pattern or 
correlation of the message types was found in the dataset to 
the use of AMC’s Story Sync. The types of interactive ele-
ments in each episodes Story Sync, while consistent in style, 
are not consistent in quantity or format order (e.g., the first 
episode had five decision polls, as many as the other two 
episodes combined). However, a clear relationship between 
the types of Story Sync interactive elements and the mes-
sage types of the tweets emerges when the specifics of each 
episode’s Story Sync are compared to the message types 
dominating each episode. As such, the type of interactive 
elements in each Story Sync may influence the tone of the 
messages tweeted by Social TV users. Future studies could 
investigate this link between the interactive elements within 
each Story Sync (i.e., the order, amount of, and type of inter-
active elements) to determine whether a significant correla-
tion exists among them.

Exploring the desire for interactivity within an other-
wise presumed to be passive medium (television consump-
tion) appears to be one major ramification for ancillary 
exploration of this work. This analysis of AMC’s StorySync 
documents a rapt interest from an established cadre of fans, 
yet still represents a smaller subsection of the larger popu-
lation who view this program, or certainly television, in 
general. As such, a clear need is established to explore more 
types of second-screen motivations, to determine whether 
the desire to interact within television is a mainstream or, 
conversely, a niche desire.

Additionally, future studies could explore how the enter-
tainment industry measures the success of Social TV appli-
cations in areas such as augmenting viewership and bolstering 
audience engagement. Since Social TV is such a relatively 
new element of television entertainment and it is difficult to 
determine what ratings the program may garner without the 
Story Sync application, future research should investigate 

the new awards categories now being issued for Social TV 
applications. Story Sync for The Walking Dead won the first 
place award for Best iPad or Tablet Social TV Application at 
the Social TV Summit’s first annual awards show (AMC TV, 
2014) and also won the first place award for Best Second-
Screen TV App at Variety’s first annual Entertainment App 
Awards show (AMC TV, 2012), demonstrating considerable 
impact within this new digital space.

As noted above, the attention-seeking message typology 
applies to tweets asking questions or addressing messages to 
either the official @WalkingDead_AMC account, @
AMCTalkingDead account, or featuring celebrity guest for 
that episode’s Story Sync or The Talking Dead. This demon-
strates how Twitter is used by Social TV participants to 
engage, either directly or through imagined interaction, in 
dialogue directly with persons responsible for building the 
content of the television program. Viewers are seemingly 
eager to increase the two-way flow of communication with 
television networks and actors, with Social TV functioning 
as a successful conduit for facilitating this communication. 
Future studies could examine this attention-seeking phenom-
enon in other areas of live-entertainment viewing, such as 
with sports stars or coaches after a game, with politicians 
after a public address or debate, or even with reality TV stars 
after the premiere of an episode.

Conclusion

This study incorporated second-screen media usage within 
two prongs of nuance: (a) the specific role of Social TV and 
(b) the direct influence of AMC’s new offering, Story Sync. 
Within this approach, results indicated that Social TV is 
about far more than isolated immediate reactions to televi-
sion content; rather, Social TV involves behaviors and cogni-
tions before, during, and after consuming TV programming. 
As such, the potential for prolonged, deeper conversations 
warrants future investigation, as this study underscores how 
online communities build surrounding given programs and 
increasingly do so less organically, facilitated instead by net-
work platforms designed to elevate discussions to more 
focused and sophisticated levels.
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