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Voorwoord
 (preface in Dutch)
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Dit proefschrift gaat over evenementen en communities. Op welke manier en via 
welke rituelen ontstaan communities rondom evenementen? Zes jaar geleden ben 
ik op zoek gegaan naar een antwoord op deze vraag. Ik heb een lange weg bewan-
deld en het resultaat is het proefschrift dat nu voor u ligt. Ik heb rondgezworven in 
het fantastische Elfia en gesproken met prinsessen, piraten en furries. Ik heb in een 
zee van roodharigen gestaan tijdens de Redhead Days en ze gevraagd over  
de betekenis van rood haar. Ik heb metal concerten in het bos bezocht tijdens 
Incubate, en meditatief met mijn ogen dicht op de grond gezeten, luisterend naar 
minimal music. 

Soms deed ik dit alleen, maar soms ook met vrienden, collega’s, studenten en met 
mijn kinderen. In dit voorwoord wil ik iedereen bedanken die mij de afgelopen jaren 
tijdens dit avontuur heeft vergezeld en geholpen.

Greg, in de eerste plaats gaat mijn dank uit naar jou. Jij was een grote inspiratie  
in de afgelopen zes jaar. Jouw kennis is zo ongeëvenaard, dat je mij door je opmer-
kingen elke keer weer tot betere resultaten wist te krijgen, en mezelf liet ontstijgen. 
Jij wist precies wanneer je mij mijn gang moest laten gaan en wanneer je mij wat 
moest bijsturen. Ik denk niet dat ik zonder jou dit resultaat had kunnen bereiken. 
Sterker nog, ik was er waarschijnlijk niet eens aan begonnen! Het idee om een PhD 
te gaan schrijven werd geboren in 2013 in Peniche in Portugal, toen ik voor het 
eerst een bijeenkomst van de ATLAS Events Special Interest Group bezocht en een 
paper presenteerde. Deze onderzoeksgroep werd geleid door jou. Jij presenteerde 
als eerste en ik moest meteen daarna, als tweede, met heel veel zenuwen. Op dat 
moment zag ik echter hoeveel onze thema’s overeenkwamen. Terug in Breda heb 
ik nog een gesprek met jou gehad en toen opperde je de mogelijkheid om een PhD 
onderzoek te doen in Tilburg, met jou als begeleider. Ik zei toen heel netjes: “Ik zal 
erover nadenken”, maar ik had op dat moment al beslist dat ik het ging doen. Ik ben 
juichend naar huis gegaan en ben diezelfde dag nog begonnen. Een PhD schrijven 
met jou als promotor is gewoonweg fantastisch. Ik kan het iedereen aanraden!

Bertine, ook jou wil ik ontzettend bedanken. Als co-promotor ben jij een drijvende 
kracht achter dit onderzoek geweest. Ik heb ontzettend veel geleerd van jouw  
expertise op het gebied van praktijken en rituelen. Ik heb mij vaak heel gelukkig  
geprezen dat jij mijn co-promotor was. In de eerste plaats omdat jij theoretisch zo 
sterk bent, maar zeker ook omdat jij zo’n ontzettend plezierig en empathisch mens 
bent. Jij wist me te motiveren, ook toen het even wat minder goed ging in de laatste 
fase van dit onderzoek. Daarnaast heb jij mij op cruciale momenten met beide 
benen op de grond weten te houden als ik af en toe te veel afdwaalde of iets te 
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creatief werd in mijn interpretaties. Mede daardoor heb ik de eindstreep weten te 
halen, waarvoor ik je echt heel dankbaar ben!

Ik had dit onderzoek niet kunnen uitvoeren, zonder de financiering van de NWO 
Promotiebeurs voor Leraren. Dit is een fantastische mogelijkheid voor docenten 
om twee dagen per week aan promotieonderzoek te besteden. Toen mijn eerste 
poging om deze beurs te krijgen mislukte, waren er, naast Greg en Bertine, twee 
mensen die mij op het gebied van kwalitatief onderzoek hebben geholpen om de 
methodologie van mijn onderzoeksvoorstel te verbeteren, waardoor het de tweede 
keer wel lukte.

John Gelissen, door jou kritische vragen, die jij heel vriendelijk stelde, en die ik met 
enige lichte weerstand beantwoordde, heb ik geleerd wat de regels van acade-
misch onderzoek waren. Daardoor kon ik aan de NWO commissie laten zien dat 
mijn voorstel op alle vlakken doordacht was. Ook toen ze vroegen naar de analyse 
methode, codering en onafhankelijke variabelen. Ik weet zeker dat dankzij jouw  
kritische feedback, mijn tweede aanvraag voor de beurs wel is goedgekeurd.  
Hartelijk bedankt daarvoor!

Esther Peperkamp, jij bent degene die mij tijdens de afgelopen zes jaar echt  
alle ins en outs van kwalitatief onderzoek heeft bijgebracht. Van Ontologie en  
Epistemologie tot de specifieke terminologie van de verschillende paradigma’s.  
Ik heb het allemaal geleerd van jou. Toen ik begon met mijn PhD, dacht ik dat ik  
al redelijk goed was in het doen van onderzoek, Ik had immers een Master in 
Sociologie, maar vergeleken bij jou stond ik nog in de kinderschoenen. Door het 
gezamenlijk doceren van de cursussen kwalitatief onderzoek in de BSc Leisure 
Studies heb ik enorm veel geleerd. En al die nieuwe kennis paste ik meteen toe in 
mijn eigen onderzoek.  Daarnaast was het ook gewoon heel leuk en gezellig om 
samen les te geven. Jij was altijd bereid om tijdens het drinken van een kopje koffie 
te sparren over mijn onderzoek en om stukken te lezen en commentaar te geven. 
Jij bent echt cruciaal geweest voor het slagen van dit project, waarvoor ik je erg 
dankbaar ben!

Kristel, Wim, Nienke en Nicoline, jullie zijn mijn voormalige kamergenoten,  
leesclubje, meedenkers, Academia Obscura. Ik heb met jullie gelachen, gehuild en 
nog meer gelachen. We lazen en becommentarieerden elkaars stukken en ik was zo 
blij dat er meerdere mensen in min of meer hetzelfde schuitje zaten. Jullie hebben 
een grote rol gespeeld bij het publiceren van de eerste papers. Ontzettend bedankt 
voor alle steun en humor. Ik mis onze kamer wel!
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Ook mijn andere collega’s bij Buas wil ik bedanken voor hun blijvende interesse, 
steun, en motiverende woorden de afgelopen jaren. Met name het Leisure Studies 
team en de leden van de onderzoeksgroep Placemaking and Events hebben vaak 
mogen/moeten luisteren naar onderdelen van mijn proefschrift. Hartelijk bedankt 
voor jullie constante steun en interesse!

Ook de studenten uit de cursus Experience and Storytelling wil ik bedanken.  
Zij gingen jarenlang mee naar de verschillende evenementen voor participerende 
observatie. Het ene jaar naar Elfia, wat ervoor zorgde dat de eerste twee werk-
colleges vooral gingen over welk kostuum ze gingen dragen. Een ander jaar naar 
Incubate, waardoor een van de studenten dacht dat haar computer crashte, door 
het geluid van een noise band in het programma. Hartelijk bedankt voor jullie  
enthousiasme!

Tijdens de afgelopen jaren heb ik meerdere onderdelen van mijn onderzoek mogen 
presenteren op congressen en SIG meetings van ATLAS en The Leisure Studies 
Association. Ik mocht onder andere naar Liverpool, Sheffield, Leeds, Leche,  
Barcelona en Girona. Met name de leden van de ATLAS Events Group hebben mij 
ontzettend gemotiveerd en veel feedback gegeven, waardoor het lukte om mijn 
papers te schrijven en te publiceren, waardoor dit proefschrift nu bestaat uit vier 
gepubliceerde artikelen. Hartelijk bedankt daarvoor! Jullie hebben ervoor gezorgd 
dat ik mijn plek vond en me op mijn gemak ging voelen in de academische wereld. 

Ook de organisatoren van de drie evenementen die ik heb onderzocht, wil ik nog-
maals van harte bedanken. Bart van de Redhead Days, Joost, Miriam en Vincent van 
Incubate en Stefan en Helena van Elfia. Ontzettend bedankt dat jullie mij toestonden 
om jullie evenementen en jullie bezoekers onder de loep te nemen! Jullie mooie 
evenementen spelen een hoofdrol in dit proefschrift.

En dan mijn vriendinnen, die altijd geloofd hebben in mij en in mijn onderzoek. Die 
soms enthousiast en soms voorzichtig hebben geïnformeerd hoe het ermee stond. 
Die me uitgebreid hebben laten vertellen, die me hebben laten uithuilen en die mij 
altijd gesteund hebben. Die me hebben helpen ontspannen met wandelingen,  
etentjes, glazen wijn of gin en tonic. Marie-Jose, Nicoline, Marianne, Sylvia, Ellen, 
Judit, Maris, ik ben zo blij met jullie!!!
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Last but not least, mijn familie. Mijn ouders wisten al mijn hele leven dat ik van  
studeren hou, en hebben mij altijd gestimuleerd, bedankt daarvoor! Cleo, Olaf,  
Willeke en Elif, bedankt dat ik altijd op jullie kan rekenen, ook in moeilijke tijden. 
Hierdoor is het gelukt om ook de laatste fase van dit onderzoek af te ronden.

En natuurlijk Noah en Tahnee. Toen ik begon met mijn onderzoek waren jullie  
nog klein. Het schrijven van mijn PhD combineren met jullie moeder zijn, ging  
wonderbaarlijk goed. Jullie hebben er ongemerkt voor gezorgd dat ik niet dag en 
nacht met mijn onderzoek bezig was, wat uiteindelijk goed heeft uitgepakt. Later 
waren jullie met name geïnteresseerd in Elfia, en wilden jullie graag mee in kostuum. 
Tahnee heeft er een paar jaar geleden zelfs een spreekbeurt over gehouden.  
De eerste vraag toen jullie hoorden dat mijn onderzoek klaar was, was of we toch 
nog een keer naar Elfia konden. Natuurlijk gaan we dat doen! Jullie waren steeds  
geïnteresseerd en ook best trots! Bedankt lieverds!

Ilja Simons

Juni 2022
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This PhD study explores the role of events in the construction of hybrid commu-
nities. Hybrid communities incorporate both a virtual and a physical environment 
(Sechi, Skilters, Borri, & De Lucia, 2012), and they are performed through both offline 
and online practices. Because of growing individualism and the decline of traditional 
structures in the physical world (Putnam, 2000; 2020), these new informal communi-
ties have become more important, and there is a pressing need to understand how 
the physical and the virtual elements of these communities relate to each other. 
The offline practices of hybrid communities often take the form of events, which 
provide a physical and temporal meeting space. Although there is a tradition in 
researching events as spaces for performing community, the role of events as plat-
forms for digital communities is relatively new and under-researched in comparison 
with traditional offline communities. Community building is often assumed to result 
from events, but the social processes and the mechanisms which lead to commu-
nity building in hybrid event practices are poorly understood. This study will zoom 
in on the practices and performances that lead to hybrid community construction. 
The aim of this PhD study is to describe and explain how informal communities are 
performed and maintained in contemporary society, with a specific focus on the role 
of events in these processes.

1.1
Background 

1.1.1  The decline of community and the search for  
new social bonds

The formation of social bonds is one of the fundamental issues in sociology. In 
his famous work ‘Division of labour in society’ Durkheim (1893) asked himself the 
question: what holds society together? With the rise of modernity, he saw societies 
becoming increasingly differentiated. He argued that solidarity could no longer 
be maintained through shared beliefs and collective representations, as was the 
case in traditional societies. Instead, new forms of solidarity are created through 
practices in which people with different backgrounds interact. He described this 
as a change from mechanical to organic solidarity. In a similar way, Tonnies (1955; 
1974) described these changes in social ties by distinguishing Gemeinschaft (com-
munity) from Gesellschaft (society). Gemeinschaft refers to the traditional groups in 
which relationships were built based on community and affection, as opposed to 
Gesellschaft, in which transactions are impersonal and indirect. His work provided a 
quite pessimistic view on modernisation and its effect on social bonds. Durkheim’s 
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work is more optimistic, proposing social practices as a means for creating solidarity. 
In contemporary society, the formation of social bonds is more important than ever. 
With increasing individualisation, traditional social bonds are diminishing, and social 
interactions are moving online. Bauman (2000) describes contemporary society 
as liquid modernity: a world that is constantly changing and where identities have 
become fluid. In this fragmented society the creation of new social bonds is a chal-
lenge. This was also the topic of Putnam’s influential book ‘Bowling Alone’ (2000). 
Putnam described the decline of communal leisure practices and the consequent 
decline of social capital. In his latest work, Putnam (2020) describes this trend of 
individualism as becoming even more severe. He views the United States as more 
fragmented and inward focussed than ever, moving further away from traditional 
ideas of community. This rather pessimistic view is shared by many policy makers, 
who identify the decline of social cohesion and loss of civic engagement as major 
challenges of our times (Finsveen & van Oorschot, 2008).

However, not all scholars are as pessimistic. Some argue that the creation of so-
cial bonds is not diminishing or failing, but that they are created in a different way; 
instead of engaging in traditional communities, people identify with and socialise in 
more informal networks. Richards (2011) identifies the formation of new bonds as a 
key research challenge in postmodern society. The Netherlands Institute for Social 
Research shares this view and emphasises the study of new informal self-organising 
networks (SCP, 2014). Analysing these networks can increase our understanding of 
how people adhere to and identify with the informal social practices that underpin 
new forms of community construction.

Since the introduction of the term ‘community’ in the social sciences by Tonnies 
(1955), the notion of what a community is and how a community works has changed 
(Laing & Mair, 2015; Simons & de Groot, 2015). The concept has become more com-
plex, and different meanings have become attached to it (Simons & de Groot, 2015). 
Whereas the term community was traditionally reserved for relatively stable place-
based groups, more recently there has been a shift from localized communities to 
communities that are centred around the individual (Gössling, Cohen, & Hibbert, 
2016; Wellman, 2001). Instead of being geographically rooted, these communities 
are described as ‘portable’ (Chayko, 2007; Gardner, 2004), or as ‘communities of 
interest’ (Liepins, 2000). Instead of being geographically based, these communities 
are virtual and focused on common interests or characteristics. Many of these new 
informal networks use offline gatherings, or events, as platforms to build community 
pride, resulting in hybrid communities: communities which incorporate both a virtual 
and a physical environment (Sechi et al., 2012). Events are important for hybrid  
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communities, because they can physically bring a virtual community together and 
serve as a temporary place for collectively performing community in addition to the 
virtual world.

1.1.2  Events and communities

The use of events as a means for community building is not new. Place-based tradi-
tional communities have always used festivities to strengthen community bonds and 
to celebrate important social moments. These festivals and events have enabled 
anthropologists to gain insights into the social relations of physical communities 
(Frost, 2016; Leal, 2016; Stoeltje, 1992). Based on this tradition, researching events 
could also provide a promising lens for studying new hybrid communities. However, 
at the start of this PhD study, in 2014, this idea was relatively new. Most studies on 
communities focussed on either offline, place-based communities or online, virtual 
communities, or on the differences between the two, but not on the hybridity of 
communities. Even though, as Kozinets (2010) emphasises, ‘offline and online social 
life … have blended into one world: the world of real life, as people live it’ (Kozinets, 
2010, p,2). 

The study of events, on the other hand, has been dominated by a focus on econom-
ic impacts and management (Getz, 2008; Richards, de Brito, & Wilks, 2013). This 
type of research is also a result of the enormous growth of the number of events 
and the growing economic significance of the event industry. The number of fes-
tivals in the Netherlands grew from 150 in 1980 to 1115 in 2019 (EM cultuur, 2019). 
This resulted in a research focus on economic impacts and event management, as 
well as research on individual event experiences and how to design them. Although 
this type of research is very relevant for event organisers, it often regards events as 
isolated happenings, and therefore it does not lead to a complete understanding of 
the social value of events. As Finkel (2010) states, the marketing goals of events are 
very limited, when compared to the potential benefits festivals have for individuals 
and society.

The view of events as separate from everyday life is also rooted in the definition 
of events as “special events” (Getz, 1989), which per definition are out-of-the-ordi-
nary (Falassi, 1987; Getz, 1989; Goldblatt, 2011; Jago & Shaw, 1998; Morgan, 2008). 
Positioning events outside of the everyday realm downplays the role of events in 
social and communal processes. Therefore, the existing literature on events mostly 
regards them as ephemera, instead of viewing them contextually as nodes in social 
networks and therefore as important elements of communities.
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In order to explore the link between events and communities, the following sections 
provide an overview of existing literature on the relationship between events and 
communities.

1.1.2.1  Place-based community events

The development of the notion of community, from place-based to interest-based 
concepts, is also visible in the way events are studied in relation to communities. 
The majority of event studies have long focussed on “community events”; events 
organised in and by a local place-based community. Community events can have 
a long tradition, sometimes spanning hundreds of years and they can have strong 
links to the community identity. Such events reflect community identity and at the 
same time celebrate and re-create this identity. Identity formation is therefore a cen-
tral theme in studies of community events (e.g. Costa, 2002; de Bres & Davis, 2001; 
Derrett, 2003; Jaeger & Mykletun, 2013; Simons, 2014). Performance of identities at 
events and performativity of place have been studied by Platt (2011) and Giovanar-
di, Lucarelli and Decosta (2014). Other studies aim to understand what motivates a 
local community to organise and participate in an event, focussing on community 
motivation and community engagement (Barron & Rihova, 2011; Colombo, Altuna, 
& Oliver-Grasiot, 2020; Li, Moore, & Smythe, 2018; Rogers & Anastasiadou, 2011; 
Sakitri, 2018). 

Besides a focus on community engagement and the social relations of these 
community events, other studies deal with the value that the event has for the 
community. In the last decade, a number of studies have focussed on the social 
impacts of events (Balduck, Maes, & Buelens, 2011; Fisker, Kwiatkowski, & Hjalager, 
2019; Matarasso, 1996; Quinn & Wilks 2013; Richards, De Brito, & Wilks, 2013). Many 
studies of social impacts pay specific attention to the generation of positive impacts, 
such as the strengthening of community ties and building social capital through 
events (Arcodia,& Whitford, 2007; Colombo, Altuna, & Oliver-Grasiot, 2020; Duffy 
& Mair, 2018; Izzo, Bonetti, & Masiello, 2012; Kline, & Oliver, 2014; Matheson, 2005; 
Yuen, & Glover, 2005). Most of these studies use qualitative methods, following the 
anthropological tradition in community research. There are, however, also quantita-
tive studies that measure social impact attitudes and sense of community at events 
(e.g. Fredline, Jago, & Deery, 2003; Small, 2007; Wankel & Hinch, 2001; van Winkle, 
Woosnam, & Mohammed, 2013; Woosnam, van Winkle, & An, 2013; van Winkle & 
Woosnam, 2014). 
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Whereas most studies of community events regard communities as homogeneous 
groups, there are also analyses that concentrate on the differences within a  
community. Several authors have focussed on power relations at community events, 
or have used community events to study the (changing) power relations within a 
community (e.g. Clarke & Jepson, 2011; Finkel, 2010; Sharpe, 2008; Stadler, 2013). 
Moreover, a more diverse view of communities is reflected in the study of communi-
ty events organised by indigenous communities (Mason, 2015; Whitford & Ruhanen, 
2013), ethnic minorities (Kim, Savinovic, & Brown, 2013), migrants (Hassanli, Walters, 
& Williamson, 2020), or diaspora communities (Delbosc, 2008; Laing & Frost, 2013; 
Mackley-Crump, 2015). These studies focus on the community event itself but also 
on the impact of these events on the wider community. Lastly, there are events that 
aim to bring sub-communities together and celebrate the multiculturalism of a place 
(Burdsey, 2008; Lee, Arcodia, & Lee, 2012). These studies on community events 
build on an anthropological tradition that sees events as celebrations that strength-
en community bonds and that build and re-build identities.

As a result of the localised nature of these community events, cities and regions 
are very interested in the impacts of events that are organised in their location. This 
is reflected in studies concerning the social impacts of event on cities (Richards 
& Palmer, 2010; van Aalst & van Melik, 2012), and event portfolios (Antchak, 2016; 
Ziakas & Costa, 2011; Ziakas, 2014). Richards and Palmer (2010) provide a holistic 
perspective on these topics in their book Eventful Cities. But also at regional  
(Jarman, 2018; Jarman, Theodoraki, Hall, & Ali-Knight, 2014) and national (Lu, 2011) 
level, events can create and reflect a communal identity.

1.1.2.2  Events and communities of interest

The shift from viewing communities as localised and place-based, to communities 
that are more centred around the individual (Gössling, Cohen, & Hibbert, 2016;  
Wellman, 2001), or as Liepins (2000) calls it ‘communities of interest’, is also visible 
in the study of events. Research into events and their communities is no longer 
limited to place-based communities, but it also incorporates events around a certain 
theme, characteristic or interest. These events attract likeminded people, and they 
provide a space for the community of interest to interact. 

The literature on events and communities of interest deals with similar themes to 
studies on place-based community events. Although the general themes are similar, 
the outcomes emphasised in studies of interest-based events are different from tra-
ditional community events. As communities of interest are more centred around the 
individual, this is also shown in the value created through these events. One impor-
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tant value emphasised in these studies is identity, especially in event studies related 
to gender (Barrière, 2019; Coyle & Platt, 2018; Johnston & Waitt, 2015; Markwell & 
Waitt, 2009). Identity creation has also been highlighted in leisure events such as 
music festivals (Davis, 2017) and raves (Goulding, Shankar, & Elliott, 2002). Both 
of these studies highlight identity fragmentation, meaning that during the event a 
different facet of identity is developed.

Community engagement has also been studied in relation to communities of interest 
(Filo, Spence, & Sparvero, 2013). Some studies focus on the practices and interac-
tions of the visitors during the event. Nordvall, Pettersson, Svensson and Brown 
(2014), for example, distinguish different types of social interaction during festivals 
which they label known group socialisation, external socialisation and audience 
socialisation. From another perspective, Rihova, Buhalis, Moital and Gouthro (2013; 
2015) describe how value is co-created through different practices during the event. 
These studies have in common that they show how visitors co-create value through 
their interactions at the event. Duffy and Mair (2018) also suggest adding sensory 
dimensions of value creation. The social impacts of events on communities of inter-
ests are also important, for example through the creation of social capital (Misener & 
Mason, 2006). Some studies suggest that the impacts can also be more individual, 
such as acquiring knowledge (Podestà & Richards, 2017) or skills (Mackellar, 2009).

1.1.2.3  Temporary communities

The temporary nature of events in combination with a non-place-based audience 
has triggered research into the formation of so-called temporary communities. 
Although the members of temporary communities do not know each other, being 
together at an event can lead to a feeling of oneness and belonging that lasts for 
the time of the event, and sometimes beyond. These studies focus on the ritualistic 
elements of the events. The sociology of rituals is very relevant for events, because 
it involves large groups of people who are led into a shared emotional state, co-cre-
ating a temporary reality (Durkheim, 1912; Kjølsrød, 2013). 

Some studies view events as liminal spaces, which allow for temporary communities 
to emerge (Jaimangal-Jones,Pritchard, & Morgan, 2010;  Wu, Li, Wood, Senaux, & 
Dai, 2020). Turner (1979) describes liminality as an in-between state, literally mean-
ing “being on a threshold”, which is “full of potency and potentiality. It may also be 
full of experiment and play” (Turner, 1979, p. 465). The concept of liminality originally 
stems from van Gennep’s (1960) rite of passage, which he describes in three stages: 
(1) separation from everyday life, (2) liminality and (3) re-aggregation which is re-
turning to everyday life (Turner, 1979; van Gennep, 1960). Liminality is therefore per 
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definition a temporary state. Describing events as liminal also underscores the out-
of-the-ordinary nature of events. The description of liminality is very close to some 
definitions of events. Ronström (2011) for example, describes festivals as a ‘time out’ 
from ordinary life in which new things can happen and people can learn and experi-
ment.

In this liminal state, while experiencing liminality together, people can experience a 
sense of oneness and equality, described by Turner as ‘communitas’. Communitas 
emerges spontaneously from liminality. In that sense it is opposed to structure  
(Turner 1977). There are many studies that build on to Turner’s liminality and com-
munitas in relation to events and festivals (e.g. Jahn, Cornwell, Drengner, & Gaus, 
2018; Morgan, Jaimangal-Jones, & Pritchard, 2010; St John, 2018, 2019; Wu, Wood, 
Senaux, & Dai, 2020). Although Turner describes communitas as per definition 
temporary, this is sometimes challenged. St John (2019), for example describes the 
liminal space and the communitas of the Burning Man Festival as a home for the 
participants. 

The ritualistic elements of events can explain why people of diverse backgrounds 
can become united in the relatively short period of time. Although most of these 
studies emphasise the temporary nature of the community or network (Comunian, 
2017), they are very relevant in the study of longer-lasting hybrid communities, which 
often combine these ritualistic elements with online interactions around the event. 

1.1.3  Events and online interaction

With the rise of the internet and social media, temporary communities could more 
readily generate lasting interactions because of the possibilities to interact online.  
At the start of this PhD study, in 2014, there was not much literature about the link 
between events and online interaction. During this PhD process, the literature grew 
as social media became a more widespread and recognised means of social inter-
action. Relevant studies that were published during the process of this PhD were 
used to refine and adapt this study.

The first papers that made a link between events and online interaction took an 
industry perspective. These studies focus on the way event organisers could make 
use of new media in order to create event experiences (Calvo, & San Salvatore del 
Valle, 2014; Morey, Bengry-Howell, Griffin, Szmigin, & Riley, 2016). This is generally 
presented as a big transformation within the event and festival industry, enabling 
event organisers to bond with their audiences beyond the fleeting time of the  
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physical event. Besides the event experience itself, the communication and market-
ing around the event has also been transformed (Holt, 2016; Hudson, Roth, Madden, 
& Hudson, 2015; Miles, 2018; Morey, Bengry-Howell, Griffin et al., 2016). MacKay,  
Barbe, van Winkle and Halpenny (2017) analysed social media use of festivals and 
their visitors one week before, during and one week after events. They identified 
social media communication with informational, promotional and conversational 
purposes and they concluded that festivals do not use the potential of social media 
communication to establish a long-term relationship with their visitors. Most studies 
see online interactions as a possibility to enhance experiences and attendee en-
gagement. Flinn and Frew (2014) take a more critical perspective, pointing out how 
commercialism and brand management lead to commodification. 

While digitalisation can arguably lead to commodification, festivity and communitas 
are also increasingly co-created by the event visitors themselves via online activities 
(Brown, Donne, Fallon, & Sharpley, 2020; Flinn & Frew, 2014). Many of these online 
visitor practices are outside the control of the event organisers.

There is a growing body of knowledge about online interaction in combination with 
events, but the creation of hybrid communities through this interaction remains a 
research gap. Some scholars identify the existence of hybrid communities, and they 
describe the combination of events with online communities (Coyle & Platt, 2018; 
Marletta, 2009). Recently, there has been a renewed interest in events as networks 
with the publication of a special issue of Event Management on the topic, but as the 
editors Richards and Jarman (2021, p.1) indicate, many studies ‘rest on a common as-
sumption that events by their very nature as gathering spaces automatically create 
network, platform or community effects’, rather than actually analysing these effects.

This study aims to gain insight into the processes that underpin the relationship 
between event practices, online interactions, and community construction. There-
fore, it needs to bridge several areas of research. Firstly, event practices need 
to be linked to online practices. Therefore, this study will investigate the ways in 
which online and offline practices relate to each other. Specifically, it is important to 
ascertain if and how ritual outcomes created during a physical event, like collective 
effervescence, can be transferred to an online environment. If this happens, there is 
a possibility for temporary communities to become lasting communities. Secondly, 
knowledge about what people do during the event, individually or collectively needs 
to be linked to the practices of a larger community. This requires a bridge between 
micro and macro perspectives, encompassing individual and group action. Thirdly, 
what people do during the event (outside of their ordinary lives) needs to be linked 
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to what people do in their everyday lives, because online community practices  
predominantly take place in the everyday realm, even during the event. This  
requires theoretical tools that enable us to bridge these different realms. In the  
following section the theoretical underpinnings of this study will be described.

1.2 
Theoretical framework: practices, rituals and performance

1.2.1  A practice approach

In order to study the development and maintenance of hybrid event communities, a 
theoretical base is required that can bridge several domains, as hybrid communities 
are constructed through both online and offline interaction, at times that can be la-
belled as extraordinary and ordinary and include micro interactions of event visitors 
that have consequences on a macro level. A promising theoretical base was found 
in a practice approach, which is very suitable for studying activities of a blended 
nature (James, Ren, & Halkier, 2018; Spaargaren, Weenink, & Lamers, 2016). 

Rooted in Giddens’ (1979; 1984) structuration theory, a practice approach “links indi-
vidual action to group dynamics as well as structures” (Bargeman & Richards, 2020, 
p2.). Based on a dualistic model, practice theory acknowledges both structure and 
agency while practices are viewed as being produced by actors but conditioned by 
systems and structures. Therefore, this approach is capable of capturing the fluidity 
of contemporary society as well as charting the structures that are produced by and 
which in turn are shaped by interactions between actors. This is very important for 
this study, because it aims to create the link between what people do at an event 
or in a virtual community and the larger consequences of these doings in terms of 
social bonding and community building. By taking practices as a unit of analysis, the 
link between micro performances and macro-outcomes can be explored.

There is not one single practice approach, but rather practice theory represents a 
collection of different approaches that all take the practice as central unit of analysis. 
Some practice approaches focus more on the positioning of the practices as inter-
mediaries of structure and agency (e.g. Bargeman & Richards, 2020; Lamers, van 
der Duim & Spaargaren, 2017; Spaargaren 2003; van der Poel, 2004). The actor-re-
lated characteristics of practices consist of the different background features of the 
practitioners (Bargeman & Richards 2020), including knowledge, skills and experi-
ences (van der Poel, 2004), which enable the actors to participate in the practice. 
These characteristics also influence the position of actors in the practice.
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The context of practices is determined by material, time-spatial and structural con-
ditions (Bargeman & Richards, 2020; van der Poel, 2004), that enable and constrain 
the practice. Practices result in outcomes that can be intended and unintended 
outcomes (Giddens, 1984). 

Shove, Pantzar and Watson (2012) focus more on the dynamics of practices (see 
Figure 1.1). By emphasising the interconnectedness of the different elements that 
make up a practice, they avoid the, rather rigid, division between Giddens’ actor 
and context (Bargeman & Richards, 2020) and they provide a more dynamic model, 
suitable for analysing change in social practices. They describe practices as consist-
ing of meanings, materials, and competences. These interconnected elements form 
the building blocks of their practice approach which can be used to analyse how 
practices emerge, are maintained, and disappear. 

Figure 1.1
Shove, Pantzar, and Watson’s elements of a practice (Shove et al., 2012, p.14)

Especially in contemporary society, which can be described as liquid (Bauman, 
2000; Blackshaw, 2010) it is essential to acknowledge the complexity and dynamics 
of social life. And even though society is more and more individualized, it is impor-
tant not to ignore structures, however loose (Richards, 2011). As Bargeman and Rich-
ards (2020) argue, a practice approach could provide a holistic view which can help 
study the “new social structures or routine behaviours that help individuals to create 
order and coherence in the complexity of everyday life” (Bargeman &  
Richards, 2020, p.2). 

A practice approach focuses on the actual doings and sayings of a practice (Shove 
et al., 2012; Lamers, van der Duim & Spaargaren, 2017). This way it can “illuminate 
how group dynamics and communities of practitioners in tourism practices work” 
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(Bargeman and Richards, 2020, p 2.). This is very relevant because the current study 
aims to gain detailed insights into the social processes that lead to community con-
struction. By focusing on the actual doings and sayings of online and offline practic-
es, a detailed understanding of the way a hybrid community is collectively created 
and performed can be gained.

On the other hand, besides analysing the sayings and doings of a specific practice, 
practice theory can also help explaining, on a macro level, how different practices 
are combined and together construct a community. Shove et al. (2012) underline that 
practices do not exist in isolation, but are connected to other practices in bundles 
and complexes that are either loosely connected or tightly bound (Shove et al., 
2012; Lamers et al., 2017). Also helpful in making the connection between micro 
and macro level, is the distinction that Shove et al. (2012) make between ‘practice 
as entity’ and ‘practice as performance’; practices exist as an entity that can attract 
practitioners, and at the same time, practices need to be performed regularly, or 
they will cease to exist. Through performance of practices, the links between the 
meanings, materials and competences are made and reiterated. It is because of and 
through the performance that the community is shaped and reshaped.

1.2.2  Interaction Ritual Chains

Although practice theory provides the building blocks of practices and a framework 
for analysing practices as intermediaries between structure and agency, it does 
not provide much guidance for analysing what actually happens within a practice. 
Bargeman and Richards (2020) therefore advocate combining a practice approach 
with the framework of Interaction Ritual Chains developed by Collins (2004) to 
analyse the activities within practices together with the actors and structures that 
produce and are influenced by them. This combination of models was also the theo-
retical starting point of this PhD study (see Figure 1.3).

Similar to a practice approach, Collins’ theory of Interaction Ritual Chains links micro 
interactions to their consequences on macro level. Collins does this by connecting 
Durkheim’s (1912) macro theories about rituals with Goffman’s (1959) micro theories 
on human interaction. Collins uses Goffman’s (1967) interaction ritual to describe the 
ritual ingredients in his model (see Figure 1.2). 

Collins defines four ritual ingredients for a successful ritual to take place. Firstly, 
he argues that bodily copresence is necessary (e.g. co-presence during an event, 
ranging from a large audience to smaller groups). The second ritual ingredient 
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Collins calls barriers to outsiders, which can be linked to the creation of a liminal 
space (Turner, 1979). These barriers can be physical (e.g. festival grounds or a 
theater), but also psychological barriers can play a role (e.g. specific interests or 
knowledge-based events). Thirdly, a mutual focus of attention is necessary to create 
a successful ritual. This can be a concrete point of attention (e.g. stage performanc-
es), but also a common goal to focus on. The mutual focus of attention goes hand 
in hand with the fourth ritual ingredient, shared mood (e.g. the different emotions 
that occur during the ritual, such as happiness, pride, or negative emotions such as 
sadness or anger). Interestingly, in Collins’ interaction ritual, the focus of attention 
and the shared mood can be negative or sad but can still produce positive ritual 
outcomes. 

Collins’ ritual generates outcomes based on Durkheim’s (1912) work about sym-
bols and collective effervescence. They consist of emotional energy (e.g. positive 
feelings of being recharged). Emotional energy is an outcome on an individual level, 
but this is combined with other ritual outcomes that are directly linked to community 
construction, namely solidarity with the group (e.g. a feeling of oneness and belong-
ing), standards of morality (e.g. explicit or implicit shared ideas of what is right or 
wrong and how to behave) and collective symbols (e.g. visual icons, specific music 
or people symbolizing the ritual and the group). 
 

Figure 1.2
The interaction ritual (Collins, 2004, p. 48)
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The production of ‘emotional energy’ through successful physical interaction rituals 
is important, because it stimulates participants to seek similar experiences at other 
times and/or in other settings, which leads to the creation of ‘Interaction Ritual 
Chains’. On the other hand, failed interaction rituals lead to avoidance of similar situ-
ations and can have a negative influence on sense of belonging (Peperkamp, 2018). 
This idea of a chain of rituals is a crucial concept because it explains how successful 
interactions lead to new interactions that might contribute to the construction of 
communities. Emotional energy thus plays an important role as a driving force in the 
continuity of different community practices. In that sense it is an addition to the way 
Shove et al. (2012) describe the connection between different practices. Moreover, 
the concept of emotional energy and the consequent chain of rituals can be used 
to explain how temporary communities that form in the liminal spaces of events can 
become more permanent. 

Figure 1.3
An integrated model of social practices, as developed by Bargeman and Richards (2020) based 
on Collins (2004); Giddens, (1979), Giddens, (1984), Spaargaren (2003) and Shove et al. (2012).
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Collins’ theory can be applied to both face-to-face performances and crowd interac-
tions. This makes it very suitable for researching event contexts, in which both types 
of interactions occur. Individuals attending events interact with each other on a one-
to-one basis, with the people around them as part of a crowd, and as member of 
the audience (Nordvall et al., 2014). These interactions on different levels during an 
event can be extended beyond the event and stimulate online behaviour. Therefore, 
the chain of rituals could arguably move from offline to online and vice versa. 

1.2.3  Performance 
The final theoretical concept to complete the theoretical basis of this PhD study is 
‘performance’. This concept has already been used in relation to the other concepts; 
communities are performed (Liepins, 2000), practices are performed (Shove et al., 
2012) and rituals are performed (Collins, 2004). The concept of performance was 
added to the theoretical framework because it allows us to zoom in further on the de-
tails of the ‘sayings and doings’ of specific rituals and practices. Even though Collins’ 
model provides a framework with ingredients and outcomes of interaction rituals, the 
actual ‘doings’ of the interactions are not included. The concept of performance pro-
vides more clarity on this, which allows us to link rituals and the actions that support 
and shape them. Moreover, the performance metaphor provides a direct link to iden-
tities, a recurring theme in literature about both place-based and virtual communities.

The performance metaphor and the subsequent performative turn (Larsen & Urry, 
2011; Larsen, 2012) in tourism and leisure studies are based on Goffman’s drama-
turgical approach. Goffman (1959) describes social life as a performance in which 
people are always metaphorically on stage, both as actors and audience. This meta-
phor has been adopted widely in tourism and leisure studies, describing tourism and 
leisure contexts as stages for performance (Edensor, 2000; Hyde & Olesen, 2011; 
Jaimangal-Jones, Pritchard, & Morgan, 2015; MacCannell, 1973, 2013; Platt, 2011; 
Quinn, 2007; Stylianou-Lambert, 2012; Wilson & Moore, 2018).

Regarding tourism and leisure contexts as stages for performance has several con-
sequences (Larsen & Urry, 2011) that are relevant to this study. Firstly, performance 
implies an active role for participants; there is no performance without doing (Lars-
en & Urry, 2011). Moreover, through doing, something can be accomplished, which 
turns participants into creators and performers, instead of recipients of products or 
audiences. Consequently, in this study, event attendees are regarded as actively 
creating and performing community during and around the event, instead of just 
being part of a community. 
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Secondly, the performative turn implies that, on the one hand performances are 
to some extent ‘preformed’ (Larsen & Urry, 2011, p.1112); because of their collec-
tive nature, they build on previous performances and eventually become “taken 
for granted rituals” (Urry & Larsen, 2011, p. 207). But on the other hand, although 
performances are learned and regulated, they are not predetermined, but inherently 
productive and creative. So, although the performance turn deals with the doings 
and saying of actors, it acknowledges the importance of structural factors. This is 
line with how Durkheim (1893) described self-regulating practices that generate or-
ganic solidarity, explaining how individual freedom can go hand in hand with social 
coordination (Rawls, 2012). This makes a performance approach very suitable for the 
dynamic and fluid nature of new emerging communities. Even though contemporary 
communities are complex, dynamic, and heterogeneous, they need to be performed 
and maintained through collective practices. As Liepins suggests, communities are 
in a ‘constant state of performativity’ (Liepins, 2000, p. 31).

Finally, performers always take their mindsets, habits and backgrounds with them 
into their performances (Edensor, 2001). Therefore, the identities of the performers 
and the community practices mutually influence each other; identities shape com-
munity practices and community practices shape identities. Identities are an impor-
tant theme in the study of community events and by using a performance metaphor, 
the link between (fluid) identities in new self-organising communities can be ex-
plored further.

1.3
Research questions

Based on the development of the literature review and the conceptual framework, 
the following research question and sub questions were formulated:

How do practices and rituals related to events, contribute to the 
construction of hybrid communities?

The overall research question was structured into three sub-questions, that first con-
sider the form and content of ritual practices, secondly aim to understand how these 
ritual practices spill over into everyday life, and finally investigate how this spill over 
helps to create (hybrid) communities.
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1. Which interaction rituals can be identified at events, and how do these support 
performance of community? 

2. How do event practices spill over into the everyday lives of the participants to (a) 
influence everyday practices and (b) change identities?

3. How do (combinations of) online and offline practices during and related to 
events contribute to the creation and maintenance of hybrid communities?

1.4 
Methods

In order to explore event practices, this study adopts a qualitative research design. 
The ontological basis of this study is the belief that there is a social reality to be 
studied, although this reality is diverse and multifaceted (Ritchie & Lewis, 2003). 
The research design is based on the idea that social reality is sufficiently stable 
to be captured, while at the same time acknowledging its fluidity (Bauman, 2000; 
Blackshaw, 2010). This is also displayed in the theoretical framework, where practice 
theory combined with rituals and performance enables the study of both the stable 
and the dynamic aspects of social processes.

Ritchie and Lewis (2003) indicate that small scale studies can be used to draw 
conclusions about the broader social world, provided that these studies are carried 
out in a rigorous way. This study adopts an ethnographic approach which provides a 
rigorous base for collecting the data. By using diverse methods, such as interviews, 
participant observation and online observations, the chains of practices and rituals 
formed during events, and the online and offline practices performed to maintain 
these chains could be studied. Method triangulation helped to ensure the validity of 
the findings.

1.4.1  Introduction to the cases

In order to study the role of events in the construction of hybrid communities, three 
cases were selected. The three events were selected purposefully (Patton, 1990), 
because they were considered information rich. ‘Information-rich cases are those 
from which one can learn a great deal about issues of central importance to the 
purpose of the research’ (Patton, 1990, p. 169). The cases were deemed information 
rich based on the following criteria.
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Most importantly, all the cases are events that provide a platform for online com-
munities; the selected events are highly recognised in their respective fields, which 
makes them important nodes in informal networks or communities of interest. Sec-
ondly, the selected events, although physically located in the Netherlands, attract 
an international audience, which leads to online interaction after the event, because 
the community is not place-based. Furthermore, all events involve co-creation and 
bottom-up developments, which indicates a highly engaged audience. And finally, 
in terms of Collins’ framework of interaction ritual chains, all events have clearly dis-
tinguishable ritual ingredients such as bodily co-presence, a clear focus of attention 
and shared mood and distinct barriers to outsiders.  

On the other hand, the selected events also differ from each other, facilitating the 
comparison of different practices, which, according to Bargeman and Richards 
(2020), can be expected to have different consequences. Therefore, the selected 
cases differ in relation to the type of practices, ranging from cosplay to music per-
formances to photoshoots, which also result in different ritual ingredients (Collins, 
2004). By changing the mix of ritual ingredients in each case, different outcomes, 
including different types of communities and/or community building effects can be 
found. By accommodating the newly found variations of community building, theory 
can be further developed and refined. 

Case 1 
Incubate Festival in Tilburg, a town in the South of the Netherlands, celebrated ‘cut-
ting edge culture’, attracting more than 16,000 visitors from 30 countries (in 2014). 
The event was staged from 2005 until 2017. The event developed a co-creative 
online platform and won several (inter)national festival awards. The main practices 
were art and music performances, and the focus of attention was mainly on the art-
ists, who often became audience members after their performance. The event had 
a large and diverse program, and it was staged in many venues across the town, 
which made the visitors move from one venue to the other. A ticket was required to 
gain access to the event, although some of the performances were freely accessi-
ble for everyone. The event aimed at people who enjoy discovering new nonmain-
stream music. In 2017 (after the data for this study were already collected) the event 
was terminated for financial reasons.
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Case 2
The Redhead Days represents the world’s largest gathering of redheads, attracting 
more than 10,000 visitors from 80 countries. Their online community grew over the 
years attracting more than 125,000 likes on Facebook. Important event practices 
are photographing and sharing stories. The main focus of attention is the physical 
(genetic) appearances of the visitors, red hair, which also forms the main barrier to 
outsiders, although the event communicates that it is open to redheads and friends. 
The 3-day event is freely accessible. It was originally staged in the city centre of 
Breda, the Netherlands (where the data for this study were collected). In 2019, the 
event moved to Tilburg. 

Case 3
Elfia, organised twice a year on the castle grounds in Arcen and Haarzuilens, the 
Netherlands, is the largest fantasy event in Europe, attracting 25,000 visitors from 
30 countries. The focus of attention is the (chosen) appearances of the visitors, who 
wear costumes. The main event practices are performing in costume and photo-
graphing. The visitors to the event have to buy a ticket in order to enter the castle 
grounds. The 2-day outdoor event attracts a diverse audience with an interest in 
cosplay and fantasy.

1.4.2 Ethnographic methods

This study employs ethnographic methods. According to Spaargaren et al. (2016), 
ethnographic methods are very suitable for studying practices, because they focus 
on the ‘saying and doings’ of the practice. As Durkheim stressed, the participants of 
a practice are the experts (Rawls, 2012). Therefore, this study involves both par-
ticipant observation (doings) and interviews (sayings), to allow for triangulation. To 
reveal tacit knowledge and unspoken rules of practices, these two methods are very 
suitable. 

Every case study started with participant observation during the event in order to 
get an initial impression of the context. Moreover, informants were recruited dur-
ing the event. Interviews took place in the weeks after the event as well as online 
observations in the virtual space of the communities. This cycle (see Figure 1.4) was 
repeated three or four times over multiple editions of the events. 
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Figure 1.4
Research methods cycle

1.4.2.1  Participant observation
Participant observation generally has two purposes: to observe the practices that 
make up the situation and to participate in these practices (Spradley, 1980). During 
participant observation, the researcher attempts to alternate the insider and the 
outsider perspective. Mair, Whitford, & Mackellar (2013) describe participant obser-
vation as a very promising and unobtrusive way to collect data at events, especially 
because of their dynamic nature and the unpredictability of crowds and audienc-
es. Moreover, via participant observation, the different types of event interactions 
described by Nordvall et al. (2014), can be distinguished, which is important because 
interaction rituals can take the form of face-to-face, small group and audience per-
formances.

The observations of event practices started in a very open way, but with a focus on 
Collins’ (2004) framework of interaction ritual chains and Spradley’s (1980) dimen-
sions of social situations. During the later editions of the events, all event practices 
were observed in detail, aided by an observation guide that was developed based 
on a combination of theory and earlier observations. The final observations had a 
specific focus, based on outcomes of earlier observations or information that was 
gained during the interviews. Moreover, the degree of involvement (Spradley, 1980) 
of the researcher in the practices increased gradually, from a low level of involve-
ment (e.g. being a passive member of a theatre audience at Incubate festival) to 
high involvement (e.g. taking part in the redhead pub crawl during the Redhead 
Days). For an overview of the timing of the participant observation, see Table 1.1.

PARTICIPANT
OBSERVATION INTERVIEWS

ONLINE
OBSERVATIONS
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 PARTICIPANT OBSERVATION DATES

INCUBATE REDHEAD DAYS ELFIA

14-20 September 2015 5-7 September 2014  24-25 September 2016
13-5 May 2016 4-6 September 2015 29-30 April 2017
8-11 September 2016  2-5 September 2016 23-24 September 2017
10-11 December 2016  21-22 April 2018 
 

Table 1.1
Participant observation dates

The observations resulted in written fieldnotes, a photographic record and some 
artefacts (e.g. Elfia bracelet and passport, schedules and maps). The condensed ac-
counts of the fieldnotes were made at the events. Immediately after the events, the 
expanded accounts, including thick description (Ponterotto, 2006) were written. 

1.4.2.2 Interviews
For every case, 18-20 semi-structured interviews were undertaken in the weeks after 
the event. The interviewees were selected purposefully (Patton, 2002) as informa-
tion rich informants. The informants took different positions in the event rituals and 
community practices. As most of the informants were approached for an interview 
during the events, their positions became visible during the participant observation. 
Moreover, the selection of the informants was guided by the actor-related conditions 
that van der Poel (2004) distinguishes. Actor-related conditions are the general re-
sources and specific portfolios of knowledge, skills and experience that enable the 
actors to participate in a practice and that determine their position in the practice. 
These actor-related conditions were applied to the different events, and helped in 
selecting a diverse group of interviewees, differing in terms of nationality, level of in-
clusion in the event practices and number of previous visits. Some of the informants 
were selected based on their position in the online practices of the community.

Most interviews took place face-to-face in the informants’ homes or in a coffee bar. 
International informants were interviewed via Skype, or during one of the editions of 
the event. For example, during the Redhead Days of 2015, interviews were conduct-
ed in a room in the ‘Grote Kerk’, which is a monument and landmark of the town, 
where part of the event took place.
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The interviews were semi-structured, based on a topic list that was developed from 
the theoretical concepts and that covered topics ranging from micro interactions 
during the event (e.g. the implicit rules of photographing) to the larger meaning of 
the event and the community in the lives of the informants (e.g. how the event was 
related to their social lives and their confidence and pride). Other topics that were 
discussed were emotions, solidarity and belonging. The online practices were also 
addressed in the interviews and the informants discussed topics such as the types 
of online interaction before, during and after the event and the meaning of the 
online community for them. Many of these topics were not translated into a concrete 
question immediately, but they were addressed indirectly, through grand tour ques-
tions (Spradley, 1980) and probing. Often one of the questions led to a story told by 
the informant. This was encouraged and led to addressing several of the topics in 
the interview guide. The informants were given room to elaborate and illustrate their 
answers with examples. Some informants also showed photographs to illustrate 
their answers and in the case of Elfia, they sometimes showed their workspaces and 
costumes. All informants consented to the anonymous use of the interview materi-
als. In a few cases anonymity could not be guaranteed, and these informants were 
contacted for approval.

1.4.2.3 Online observations
In order to study online interactions and practices, online observations were con-
ducted. The main goal of the online observations was to obtain more knowledge 
about how interaction ritual chains moved from offline to online practices and vice 
versa. Furthermore, the online observations were used to verify and to provide more 
context to the interview data and to increase the validity of the results via method 
triangulation. An advantage of online observations is that it is a very unobtrusive 
method (Kozinets, 2010). Interference in the online platforms was avoided and the 
data collection was limited to archival data. 

The selection of platforms to observe was done in cooperation with the informants. 
During the interviews, the informants were asked to identify the most relevant online 
platforms. These online platforms, as proposed by the interviewees, were then as-
sessed using Kozinets’ (2010) criteria for selecting a community to observe (relevant, 
active, interactive, substantial, heterogeneous, and data-rich).

The observations followed the guidelines proposed by Kozinets (2010), who pro-
vides useful recommendations for obtaining cultural understandings from online 
social interactions or content. However, this study does not include complete netno-
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graphic studies, as Kozinets’ method is called, to map the different hybrid communi-
ties. At the start of this PhD study, the intention was to select one case and complete 
a netnography as well, but because the focus changed towards the different types 
of community construction, more cases were added to the study, and netnography 
became unrealistic in the time frame of the study. 

1.4.3 Data analysis

All transcripts, fieldnotes and online archival data were analysed via thematic anal-
ysis. The three cases were first analysed separately, and they were later combined 
and compared. The analysis started with carefully reading through the data to gain 
an overview of all possible concepts, themes and their connections. This overview 
was made on? a large sheet of paper. Subsequently, the themes were arranged in 
a first structure by grouping, categorizing, and identifying links between categories. 
This resulted in what Ritchie and Lewis (2003) call an index. 

All data and the initial index were entered into the qualitative data analysis program 
MAXQDA. After a second, more thorough reading of the data, the index was refined 
with emerging (sub)themes. The themes that emerged from the data were labelled 
using the language of informants in order to stay close to the data. Then, all data 
were coded by systematically assigning codes to the sections and sentences of 
the interviews, fieldnotes and online data. As recommended by Ritchie and Lewis 
(2003), after coding several interviews, the index was refined again, to accommo-
date missing categories, to divide some categories into sub-themes and to merge 
categories that appeared to be too refined. Refining the index was aided by the pro-
gram MAXQDA, because it allows for changes in the order and labels of the index 
without losing the data assigned to the codes. Another advantage of the program is 
that it allows for multi-indexing (Ritchie & Lewis, 2003), meaning that multiple codes 
can be assigned to a certain text segment, when it relates to different themes. 

After systematically coding the dataset, all themes were analysed to reveal similarities, 
differences and patterns within the themes. The analysis stayed as close to the language 
of the informants as possible. Throughout the process of data analysis, meaning was at-
tached to the data by sorting, coding and interpreting the data. The interpretations were 
checked by revisiting the transcripts for the complete stories of the informants, in order 
to reflect the meaning as given by the informants as accurately as possible.

The complete data package is stored in the data management archive of Breda 
University of Applied Sciences.
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1.4.4 Trustworthiness

Measures were taken to ensure the trustworthiness of the study, following the crite-
ria developed by Lincoln and Guba (1985): credibility, confirmability, transferability, 
and dependability.

Firstly, the credibility of the study was enhanced by method triangulation. The 
findings from the interviews, the participant observation and the online observa-
tions could confirm each other, or they could be contradictory, which led to further 
research. This cycle was repeated until a saturation point was reached. To increase 
the credibility of the participant observation during the events, a team of research 
assistants took part in the participant observation. The data collected by the assis-
tants were not included in the data analysis but served to ensure the trustworthiness 
of the data. Secondly, to ensure the confirmability of the findings, all findings can be 
traced back to the responses of the informants. The cyclical process of the study 
also allowed for member checking of important findings. Furthermore, the research-
er was not previously involved or did not have any links to the events or communi-
ties that were studied. Therefore, there were no known biases before starting the 
research. The transferability of the findings is aided by thick description (Ponterotto, 
2006) of the event practices and rituals in the fieldnotes. Moreover, by including 
three different cases in the study, the transferability is increased. However, the focus 
of this study was on theoretical generalisation. The aim is to refine existing theories 
which can then by applied to other events and communities. Finally, the dependa-
bility of the study was ensured by keeping a detailed record of the observations and 
by recording and transcribing interviews. All claims that the researcher makes can 
be traced back to the original data.  

1.4.5 Communication of the outcomes: four papers

The results of this PhD research have been published in four research papers, each 
presenting a part of the study. Each paper relates to specific research questions and 
highlights a different theoretical angle. Three of the papers focus on a single case. 
Although all cases were selected as examples of how community is performed, each 
case represents a different manifestation of the performance of community with 
its own specific practices. Because the cases were first analysed separately from 
each other, context specific themes emerged. This was also a result of allowing the 
informants to voice their perspectives on the event and the community and what 
made them meaningful. So, even though the interview guides were similar, some of 
the emerging themes were different, representing different aspects of community 
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construction. In the case of Incubate festival, the informants for example highlighted 
the complexity of inclusion and exclusion at the event, based on insider knowledge. 
Moreover, they explained how the event provided a lens for discovering the city. In 
the case of the Redhead Days, the participants told a story of identities and visibility, 
and how being part of a majority during the event, instead of a forming minority in 
everyday life, impacted them. In the case of Elfia, the informants emphasised the 
hard work and creativity they put into the making of the costumes and the conse-
quent sharing of skills and knowledge with other members of the community. For 
them, the physical event was a platform to showcase their efforts, alongside virtual 
platforms.

In order to examine these emerging themes further, the practices needed to be an-
alysed in detail, leading to first adding the practice approach by Shove et al. (2012), 
and later Goffman’s (1959) performance metaphor to the original theoretical starting 
point. This theoretical evolution was a consequence of allowing themes to emerge 
during the process and also of sequential and cumulative learning from the different 
cases. The theoretical development is visible in the papers; the first paper is based 
on the practice approach by van Der Poel (2004), and the other papers divert from 
that approach and use combinations of Shove et al. (2012), Collins (2004) and Goff-
man (1959).

After the first three papers, which dealt with separate cases, the fourth and final 
paper combines and compares the three cases. The online interactions of the three 
events are described, as well as the way that the online and offline practices lead 
to the construction and maintenance of a hybrid community. Together, these four 
papers contribute to answering the overall research question.

1.5 
Outline of the thesis

Chapter 1 
Introduction

The first chapter introduces the research, including its academic and social rele-
vance. The theoretical underpinnings of the study are explained, and the research 
methods are justified. This chapter introduces the reader to the overall research 
questions and direction of the study, of which the following chapters are elements.
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Chapter 2  
The practices of the eventful city: The case of Incubate festival

The second chapter illustrates how community is performed through an urban 
event: Incubate festival. It addresses the first research question, and it specifically 
highlights the implicit rules of the community and the event. This paper shows that 
an event does not take place in isolation. It illustrates the complex and dynamic 
nature of event practices, and the way they are interwoven with the context in which 
they take place. The theory that is highlighted in this paper is the practice approach 
by van der Poel (2004) which is based on Giddens’ (1984) structuration theory. This 
approach is particularly suitable for analysing the wider context of event practices. 
By taking van der Poel’s (2004) practice model as a framework for analysis, a new 
lens is presented, that can unravel the complex entanglement of event practices, 
with urban practices and community practices. 

Based on this paper, it was concluded that the following papers should zoom in 
more on the actual performance of the practice through Collins’ (2004) theory of 
interaction rituals and Goffman’s (1959) performance metaphor. Although van der 
Poel’s (2004) model allowed for a focus on context and structural factors, the theory 
was not sufficient to analyse the actual practices themselves, which was needed to 
understand the construction of community around the event. 

Chapter 3 
Changing identities through collective performance at events:  
The case of the Redhead Days

The third chapter focusses on the practices of the Redhead Days. It specifically 
deals with the effect that (collective) performance can have on the identities of the 
participants. Therefore, this paper contributes to answering the first two research 
questions of this PhD study. Through the analysis of the data, it became clear that 
the event practices through which community is performed consist of both face-to-
face performances and collective performances. This distinction is very important 
when researching performance in the context of physical events, which by definition 
involve bodily co-presence. By making a distinction between face-to-face perfor-
mances and collective performances, insights were gained into the way events can 
act as platforms for identity construction. The second research question is dealt 
with by focusing on the lasting effect of the event on the narrative identities of the 
practitioners. 
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Theoretically, this paper uses Goffman’s (1959) performance metaphor and Collins’ 
(2004) framework of interaction rituals. According to Goffman (1959), people perform 
their identities. But during event practices, the out-of-the ordinary setting gives them 
opportunities to alter their performances. Moreover, since many event performanc-
es are collective, Collins’ (2004) framework of interaction ritual chains is added to 
explain the link between performance and collective effervescence (Collins, 2004; 
Durkheim, 1912). 

Chapter 4 
Creating the extraordinary: The social practices of a fantasy event

The fourth chapter deals with the event practices of the fantasy event Elfia and 
the way these practices spill over into the everyday lives of the practitioners. It 
contributes to answering research questions one and two. This chapter addresses 
the consequences of defining events as extraordinary (Falassi, 1987; Getz, 1989; 
Goldblatt, 2011; Jago & Shaw, 1998, Morgan, 2008) and separate from everyday life, 
which strengthens the view of events as ephemera. Following the performance turn, 
the paper challenges the dichotomy between the everyday and the extraordinary, by 
showing how the extraordinary is created through ‘ordinary’ practices and how the 
extraordinary of the event is maintained in the everyday lives of the event attend-
ees. This is an important contribution to answering the overall research question, 
because the creation of the extraordinary is a collective community effort, as is the 
maintenance of the extraordinary in the everyday lives of people. Communities 
are sometimes performed during a community event, but they are also maintained 
through everyday practices. In order to make the connection between different prac-
tices, the practice approach of Shove et al. (2012) was used. Shove’s practice theory 
is very suitable for unravelling the elements of the different practices. Moreover, 
Shove et al. (2012) describe how different practices are linked together in complexes 
and bundles. It is through this combination of event practices and ordinary practices 
that community is performed. Furthermore, this paper builds on Goffman’s (1959) 
frontstage and backstage performances, in order to structure the different types of 
practices.

Chapter 5 
Events and online interaction: The construction of hybrid event communities

In the fifth chapter the data from the three cases are combined and compared, with 
a specific focus on online interactions. This chapter focuses on the third research 
question. The analysis shows that there are different types of online interactions, 
some of which directly enhance community building, and others that prevent people 
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from making new contacts, which can also have an effect on community building, 
because they enhance the barriers to outsiders. Therefore, the analysis illustrates 
how different forms of online interaction have different community building effects.
A combination of physical event practices and online practices can lead to hybrid 
community construction. The different cases represent different manifestations 
of performing community in a hybrid manner. Based on this, the paper presents a 
typology of different event communities and different ways in which events can be 
combined with online activities.

Theoretically, this paper uses the practice approach by Shove et al. (2012) to 
illustrate how online and offline practices are combined to construct and maintain 
a community. Moreover, this paper adds to the existing theory on interaction ritual 
chains (Collins, 2004) by demonstrating that a chain of rituals can be transferred 
from face-to-face rituals to online rituals and vice versa. This is a refinement of  
Collins’ model, which assumed bodily co-presence as crucial for interaction rituals. 

Chapter 6 
Conclusions

The final chapter of this thesis presents an overall conclusion and an answer to the 
research questions. This also includes a refinement of Collins’ (2004) framework  
of interaction ritual chains, applied to the context of this study. All elements of 
Collins’ model play a different role in creating community, with solidarity as a crucial 
element. This chapter also presents an additional typology of online event practic-
es related to social engagement, which helps to answer research question three. 
Furthermore, this chapter elaborates on several theoretical concepts that emerged 
from this study, such as visibility and temporary majorities, and it gives suggestions 
for further research based on these concepts. A critical reflection of the research 
is included, which also shows that this study reflects the time at which it was con-
ducted. Finally, this chapter considers the changed context of events as well as the 
change in community event formats, including suggestions for further research.
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2.1 
Introduction

In their book ‘Eventful Cities’ Richards and Palmer (2010) describe the increasing 
use of events as policy tools in cities. The use of events as strategic placemaking 
tools is becoming more widely recognised (De Brito & Richards, 2016). Events are 
said to make cities more meaningful by emphasising specific times (Smith, 2016) and 
they are able to generate a wide range of economic and social benefits (De Brito 
& Richards, 2016). This has led to a variety of strategies and practices emerging 
in cities to develop or attract events. For example, cities try to create eventfulness 
by developing event portfolios (Ziakas, 2014; Antchak, 2016) or bidding for events.  
However, the rationale for event development is often economic and based on com-
mercial events (Smith, 2016). 

The relationship between cities and events is complex and consists of many interre-
lated practices. Smith (2016) describes this in terms of ‘the urbanization of events’; or 
events being increasingly staged in urban public spaces, and through ‘the evental-
isation of urban space’; where urban space is produced by the staging of events. 
This emphasises the recursive nature of the relationship between cities and events, 
in which events produce spaces that in turn require animation through the develop-
ment of events, driving the growth of eventfulness and the adoption of eventful city 
policies.
 
Most previous studies have approached these issues from a one-dimensional (often 
economic) perspective, which fails to capture the wide range of interrelationships 
that underpin the development of an eventful city. Existing studies focus on either 
an event management perspective, which sometimes incorporates the city as a 
stage for events, but does not focus on the relationships between events and cities. 
On the other hand, we can detect a more structure-centred approach, which empha-
sises governance practices such as event policies and the development of event 
portfolios. Although these studies provide useful insights into the staging of events 
in cities, they tend to portray a dichotomy between the event and the city. But, 
although policy makers and event organizers might see themselves as involved in 
separate practices, in an eventful city, meaning and value is created through practic-
es in which the city and the event interact.
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A practice approach offers a more holistic perspective on events and eventful cities 
that can help us to analyse these interactions. In a practice approach, the focus of 
the analysis is on the actual ‘doings and sayings’ (Spaargaren et al., 2016) of the 
urban event practice. Applying a practice approach to the concept of the event-
ful city has two advantages. Firstly, a practice approach provides structure to the 
contextual conditions that are created by the city, which makes it possible to reflect 
on how these different conditions create synergy or contradict each other. Secondly, 
through focusing on the actual urban event practice, it becomes clear that the city is 
not only the context in which the event is organised, but it is a vital part of the mean-
ing that is created within the practice. This leads to another notion of events and the 
city: instead of using each other for benefits, they are entangled into one ‘eventful 
city practice’. 

This paper zooms in on one urban event practice, by means of a case study ap-
proach. Through ethnographic methods such as participant observation and inter-
views, the practice of Incubate Festival, as well as the relationship between this 
event and the Dutch city of Tilburg were studied. Incubate festival is an independent 
cultural festival which has been organised in the city of Tilburg since 2005. The 
case study illustrates the multi-dimensionality of the city as a context for the event 
as well as the way both the city and the event are performed during the practice, 
leading to a perceived inseparability of city and event, and thereby challenging the 
event versus city dichotomy. 

2.2 
Literature review

2.2.1  Events as practices

In order to study the dynamics of the eventful city, this study adopts a practice 
approach (Bargeman, 2001; Reckwitz, 2002; van der Poel, 2004; Shove et al., 2012; 
Spaargaren et al., 2016). Practices are produced by actors, but conditioned by sys-
tems and structures. This results in a dualistic model, which places the practices at 
the heart of the analysis (Shove et al., 2012; Warde, 2014). Individuals become the 
‘carriers’ (Reckwitz, 2002) of practices, carrying out the various activities and tasks 
that the practice requires. Practices recruit practitioners through their meanings 
(Shove et al., 2012). This makes it possible to study the meaning of practices via the 
participants of the practice. 
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There are many different approaches to the study of practices. For example, Har-
greaves (2011) makes a distinction between scholars who focus on the various ele-
ments that make up a practice, scholars who emphasise the connections between 
these elements, and a third group that focuses on the position of practices as a 
bridge between individuals and systems of provision. What all scholars of practices 
agree on is that in applying a practice approach, the practice itself becomes central 
to the analysis. 

Applying a practice approach to the concept of the eventful city leads to a funda-
mentally different perspective, because the focus of the analysis is shifted away 
from the decision makers within eventful cities to the actual ‘doing’ of the practice 
(Hargreaves, 2011; Spaargaren et al., 2016). By focussing on the practice, the ques-
tion of ‘who is serving who?’ in the eventful city, is reframed into to ‘how is the event-
ful city performed by actors, together?’

In examining the performance of the practice, it is also important to understand how 
the practice is conditioned by other systems and structures. This paper considers 
how these contexts relate to the way the practice is performed and perceived. Van 
der Poel (2004) distinguishes three types of contextual conditions: time-space, ma-
terial and structural conditions (Bargeman, 2001; van der Poel, 2004), which enable 
or constrain the practice. 

2.2.2  Time-space conditioning

The first type of contextual conditions of a leisure practice, as distinguished by 
van der Poel (2004) is time-space conditioning. Time-space conditioning refers to 
distances in time and space or the situating of actors in social and physical systems. 
Events are per definition limited in time and space (Getz, 1989; Jago & Shaw, 1998; 
Morgan, 2008; de Geus et al., 2016). In the context of eventful cities this raises the 
question: to what extent and in what way does the city benefit from the time the 
event is staged in a particular space in the city?

Cities expect to benefit from events through their contribution to the development 
of sense of place, by building local pride, creative use of space and by contributing 
to social cohesion (Richards & Palmer, 2010). This is why some events have become 
inseparably linked to a city (Frost, 2012). Hall (2012) refers to these as hallmark 
events. Hallmark events have built a tradition in a place and have become a destina-
tion brand. Getz (2012) refers to some events as institutionalized: “they are expected 
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to perform important social, cultural and economic roles and so they receive the 
support of powerful stakeholders as well as their resident communities” (Getz, 2012, 
p.27). This perspective emphasises the way events can serve the city.

On the other hand, van Aalst and van Melik (2012) describe placeless or footloose 
festivals, which are not bound to one place, and that can move if they perceive 
conditions to be more favourable elsewhere. Van Aalst and van Melik (2012) there-
fore suggest that whereas festivals are increasingly seen as an important means for 
places to stand out in inter-urban competition, the importance of places for festivals 
seems to be becoming weaker. 

2.2.3  Material or physical conditioning

Material or physical conditions influencing event practices can be for example the 
weather conditions, the physical surroundings and location of the event practice, but 
also the festival staging in terms of tents, stages, event logistics, special effects and 
possibilities for eating and drinking. 

The central question for eventful cities regarding material and physical condi-
tioning is how is the city staged for an event? The term staging can have multiple 
interpretations. Ferdinand and Williams (2012), distinguish stage set up, managing 
event logistics, staging event experiences and staging large scale events. But when 
applying a practice approach, it is important to realize that the city is not just the 
static background or décor for the event. Instead, the physical conditions directly 
influence the way the practice is performed, implying a more dynamic relationship. 
Smith’s (2016) study on events in the city makes an important contribution to this 
notion by describing the development from the city as stage for the event, to the city 
as ‘staged’ for the event, resulting in a more active and dynamic interaction between 
city and event. 

2.2.4  Structural conditioning: Culture and power

Van der Poel’s (2004) structural conditioning is divided into a cultural dimension, 
which emphasises the regulation of interactions, and a power dimension, which 
deals with the use of resources. The cultural dimension entails the shared meaning 
that people attach to an event, which makes it possible to make sense of the event 
and communicate about it. Ryan (2012) describes how an event is perceived as 
having meaning for the individual. He makes a distinction between temporary and 
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enduring meaning and identification. Following Giddens (1991), he describes identifi-
cation as a two-way process; one’s own sense of being is strengthened by attending 
or organising the event.

Processes of identification are dependent on a shared set of rules (van der Poel, 
2004). The relationship between cities and events is subject to many explicit rules 
and regulations; in order to stage events, permits are needed and safety regulations 
have to be applied. But besides formal rules and regulations, event practices often 
develop their own specific unwritten rules, which only apply within the context of 
the event practice. These unspoken rules contribute to the shared sense making of 
the event. Durkheim (1893) already described this in his work on organic solidarity 
and constitutive practices. Because these rules are created from within practices, 
bottom-up, they are not perceived as a constraint by the participants. It is in these 
constitutive practices that an explanation can be found of how strangers can mingle 
and interact safely in public (Rawls et al., 2013).

Van der Poel’s power dimension focuses heavily on resources. Following Giddens 
(1984), power is described as originating from the control of resources. A distinc-
tion is made between material and organisational resources. Material resources for 
events include the event budget, the amounts of public funding the event manages 
to obtain, sponsoring and donations. The relationship between events and cities is 
often dominated by a discussion over financial resources. But events also need con-
siderable organisational resources, which include political networks, public authori-
ties, local community, volunteers and relations with other local event organisers. 
By applying a practice approach to the concept of the eventful city it becomes clear 
that viewing the city as a stage for events is a very limited approach. The city is not 
a mere backdrop, but an important actor that can condition the way in which events 
are created, developed and behave through its important influence on the physical, 
time-space and structural elements of the event practice. Because these condi-
tions are constantly changing, the relationship between cities and their events is a 
dynamic one. This also explains why the event portfolio or program of cities tends 
to fluctuate over time. Instead of posing a dichotomy between city and events, the 
practice approach adopted here focuses on the changing roles of the event and the 
city as actors within the event practice. This leads us to the following research ques-
tion: How is the dynamic relationship between the city and the event performed 
within the urban event practice? 
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2.3 
Methods

In order to focus on the dynamics of the eventful city practice, this paper adopts a 
case study approach that allows us to chart the changing relationship between one 
city and a single event over time. This case study is part of a larger research project 
about events as a means for creating social cohesion and community engagement 
in the network society. Because event practices are produced by people and organi-
sations acting together, they can reveal patterns of solidarity, which make them im-
portant in the study of new forms of community and social cohesion. The case study 
selected of this study was the Incubate Festival in Tilburg, the Netherlands.

Incubate festival was purposefully selected as a case study for several reasons. 
Firstly, the event practice takes place in an urban environment, cooperating with 
cultural venues, local artists, volunteers and businesses. Secondly, the event draws 
a large and diverse international audience. And thirdly, the relationship between the 
event and the city of Tilburg is very dynamic, which makes it very suitable for study-
ing how an event practice emerges, develops and dies. For more than ten years the 
event has been financially supported by the municipality. But after the 2015 edition 
of the event, when the revenues of the event were much lower than expected and 
additional financial support from the local government was necessary, the value of 
the event for the city was questioned by both policy makers and the general pub-
lic. Incubate festival was criticized heavily in the local media, and the question was 
raised if the financial support for the event should be continued. During this study, 
which was conducted from 2015 – 2017, the municipality decided not to fund the 
event anymore, because the value of the event for the city was no longer evident.
The study takes a qualitative approach and is based on ethnographic methods. Eth-
nographic methods such as participant observation and interviews are very suitable 
for researching practices because they disclose the rich details of the practices 
(Spaargaren et al., 2016). An observation scheme was developed, based on the 
concept of Interaction Ritual Chains (Collins, 2004) in combination with Spradley’s 
(1980) dimensions of social situations. This approach emphasised the ways in which 
participants created shared rituals and meaning through the practice, and data were 
therefore gathered on how participants moved through the festival and interacted 
with other participants and performers. Participant observation took place during 
the 2015 edition of Incubate. Detailed field notes were written, both by the author 
as well as a team of twelve research assistants, in order to get a detailed view of the 
event practice. 
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Furthermore, eighteen interviews were conducted with relevant stakeholders, such 
as the event organisers, visitors, volunteers and artists. The interviewees were se-
lected based on actor-related conditions (van der Poel, 2004), such as event related 
knowledge, skills and experience, which influences their position within the event 
practice. The most important selection criterium was a high level of involvement 
with the event, and there was a specific focus on actors who had been involved with 
the festival over a number of years, offering a historical perspective on the devel-
opment of the practice. Some of the interviewees had also been directly involved 
in negotiating various kinds of support from the city, and could therefore comment 
on the development of the event-city relationship. Analysis of the changing role of 
the festival in the event policy of the city was made from the policy documents and 
reports produced by the Economic Development Department of the city, which is 
responsible for advising on event licensing and support.
  
During the semi-structured interviews respondents were asked to describe, among 
other things, their actions, thoughts, emotions and the meaning of the event practice 
through specific examples. During the course of the study, it became clear there 
were questions being raised about the future of the Incubate festival. This provided 
an interesting opportunity to incorporate the potential discontinuation of the event 
practice in the interviews. 

After transcribing the interviews, a thematic analysis of the textual data was conduct-
ed using the qualitative data analyses software MAXQDA. The first layer of coding 
was based on characteristics of the practice and contextual conditions (van der Poel, 
2004). A second, and a third layer of coding was based on the emerging themes 
from the data.

Most of the data were gathered in the Dutch language. The quotations of partici-
pants were later translated into English. In order to avoid loss of meaning, the trans-
lations were checked by both a Dutch and an English native speaker.

 2.4 
Findings

2.4.1  Incubate festival: The event practice

Since its first edition in 2005, Incubate festival in Tilburg, the Netherlands, has been 
celebrating ‘cutting edge culture’. The name Incubate refers to the festival’s aim of 
being an incubator for new and innovative cultural and specifically music initiatives. 
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Starting as an experimental, punk and noise festival, over the last ten years the festi-
val has grown into a one of the leading independent culture festivals in Europe. The 
festival attracts 14,000 visitors from over 30 different countries. In 2015 the festival 
was nominated for Best Indoor Festival by the European Festival Awards (Incubate, 
2015). 

The festival is described by the interviewees as surprising and a means of discover-
ing new music. There is a general consensus in the interviews that the festival is not 
mainstream and it offers a wide range of music that is experimental, and sometimes 
extreme. The respondents describe how they are surprised by musical acts that they 
did not know existed:

‘For example an Icelandic DJ, who looked like some kind of elf, that you do not 
know what you are looking at.’ (Respondent 17)

Most visitors describe the music as the most important element of the festival. Other 
forms of art are seen as complementary, but not crucial. The festival has existed for 
over ten years, but according to most respondents, it has maintained its innovative 
concept, although some respondents believe that in the last year, the festival has 
developed too far into a particular (metal) niche. 

2.4.2  Time-space conditioning

Incubate takes place every year for one week in September in the city centre of Til-
burg. The festival is embedded in the city, bringing together cultural venues, artists, 
volunteers, and businesses. Tilburg is a city in the Brabant province in the south of 
the Netherlands. With its 200,000 inhabitants, it is the sixth largest city of the Neth-
erlands. Tilburg used to be an industrial city with an economy focused on textile 
factories. Like many former industrial cities, with the closing of these factories in the 
1970s, Tilburg experienced a severe crisis and was looking for new development 
directions (van Boom & Mommaas, 2009). Promoting culture was seen as one of the 
ways to create a new identity. In 1997, Tilburg became, together with Amsterdam, 
the first city in the Netherlands to embrace the development of art and culture as 
the engine for the economy (van Boom & Mommaas, 2009).

In 2011, Tilburg extended this focus on creative economy to events. The ambition to 
become an eventful city was explicitly stated in the policy document ‘From city with 
events to event-city’ (Gemeente Tilburg, 2011). These documents has led to more fo-
cus in the city’s event policy, stating that every year, three image determining events 
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should be organized. These events are defined much like Hallmark events (Hall, 
2012), but with the specific goal of enhancing Tilburg’s international image. Next 
to this, events should communicate the identity of the city, which was described 
through the following core values: decisive, experimental, innovative, creative, and 
an eye for talent development (Gemeente Tilburg, 2011). 

Tilburg does not have the aesthetic beauty of its surrounding cities. Instead, the 
interviewees describe it as having a rough edge. Tilburg is a city of two faces: an 
innovative, creative side (the university city) and a more traditional face (the working 
class city). This is also reflected in the events that Tilburg is hosting: on one hand, 
the highly innovative and cutting edge culture festival Incubate, and on the other 
hand, for example, Europe’s largest traditional fair (kermis).

The themes that emerge from the interviews give a clear picture of Tilburg as a set-
ting for Incubate festival. The picture that is painted is that of an ugly city, that does 
not have the beauty of the surrounding cities. The interviewees who live in Tilburg, 
or who visit Tilburg frequently, see Tilburg as a not very beautiful but ‘edgy’ city. A 
very different description of Tilburg is given by interviewees who visited Tilburg for 
the first time during Incubate festival. They describe Tilburg as pretty, cosy and with 
a very nice atmosphere. The respondents can see themselves visiting the city again 
‘perhaps for a romantic weekend’ (Respondent 16). This indicates that the percep-
tion of the city is changed by the event practice.

In the minds of the interviewees, Incubate festival and the city of Tilburg are closely 
linked together. The first thing that stands out is that many of the interviewees who 
do not live in Tilburg, only know the city because of Incubate and they only visit the 
city during the festival. This holds for both Dutch and international visitors: 

‘I have never been there…outside Incubate.’ (Respondent 4)

‘I didn’t even know about Tilburg actually...that it existed. Yeah.’ [laughs]  
(Respondent 5)

Many respondents value the size of Tilburg, describing it as not too big and not 
too small, and as having a ‘village atmosphere’. According to the interviewees, this 
also makes Incubate work so well in Tilburg. It is large enough to accommodate the 
many different venues and places. But it is small enough to be able to explore these 
spaces on foot or by bicycle, and for the festival to really stand out and get noticed.
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The Interviewees value the vibrant cultural and musical climate of Tilburg. People 
refer to the many music venues, the music education institutes and to other festivals 
that are organised in the city. Specifically, people refer to Tilburg as a ‘metal city’ 
and to Tilburg as a city of young creators.

‘Music scenes are alive here, especially the things that I am interested in.  
A lot of metal. Many musicians, many.’ (Respondent 6)

‘I don’t know how come, but in general… more is done music wise….  
Yes, perhaps people grew up with it.’ (Respondent 8)

The cultural and musical climate of Tilburg becomes visible through the festival and 
stimulates the interaction between musicians contributing to the cultural scene. 
Incubate is an opportunity to meet each other and to connect and talk about each 
other’s projects.

‘There are just many people busy with making music, but it stays under the  
surface a bit. And via Incubate, I know from a lot of people what they are doing, 
because I meet people… I think people here in Tilburg also find each other 
through Incubate.’ (Respondent 7)

The majority of the respondents believe that Incubate is inseparably linked to Til-
burg, although some also believe it could be organized in a different city. But most 
neighbouring cities are not seen as suitable, because they lack the cultural climate, 
the music history, and the many venues that would support the festival or they are 
just considered too mainstream.

The rhythm of the festival

An important change in the time-space conditioning of the festival occurred during 
the course of this study. For ten years, Incubate festival had been organised for one 
week in September. In 2016, three to four day versions of the festival were organ-
ised three times, in May, September and December. For the majority of the respond-
ents, the festival is supposed to be organised for one week in September. It has 
become ‘natural’ for the festival to be organised then. The interviewees value this 
week, because it allows them to immerse themselves in the festival and because it 
is fixed in their diaries and those of their friends. 
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‘Incubate was really a feeling, because you immersed yourself in culture for a 
whole week… I went every day…. That was that feeling. Really immergence.’ 
(Respondent 6)

Moreover, a whole week of festival stimulates the feeling of togetherness. One of 
the respondents describes how meeting the same people every day at different 
venues creates a feeling of togetherness and surprising conversations.

‘Because you meet the same people all week. Maybe around 200 – 500 people 
you see every day, and during the weekend new people are added to that 
group. It really forms a bond.’ (Respondent 15)

The change to three editions of the festival per year is discussed by the respond-
ents as well and the opinions differ. Some visitors, who live in Tilburg or close to 
Tilburg appreciate the change because they see it as more of something they like, 
and because three days are easier to plan away from work than a whole week. But 
not everyone likes it. The staging of the festival three times through the year seems 
to change the feeling of it being a ‘special’ time. According to some respondents, 
the change in rhythm leads to a more local focus instead of an international. And 
the range of locations, which is seen as one of the strong points of the festival, was 
perceived to be less in the 2016 editions, making the event less integrated into 
the fabric of the city. Some of the respondents only went to the September edition, 
some saying it was hard to mobilise their friends to go.

Virtual Space

For the event practice of Incubate, the virtual space plays an important role for 
the visitors in preparing for the festival and designing their own route through the 
festival. Because of the many different locations and types of music, there are many 
choices that have to be made. The Incubate website provides information about all 
the different performances which makes it possible for the visitors to design their 
personal festival program. Before the event most respondents visit the website, 
listen to the different artists and decide on which ones to visit. 

‘The nice thing about this festival is that you can easily make a program based 
on genre. So I can just see what type of music I like and that is where I go.’ 
(Respondent 10)
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‘I try to make a plan beforehand. A general plan, in which I plan certain escapes, 
just in case something disappoints me, so I have an alternative for that half hour.’ 
(Respondent 11)

During the event, the respondents describe how they keep contact with each other 
via WhatsApp. They inform each other about their location and if they are watching 
something nice. This also became evident during the participant observation. After 
a show is finished, people take out their phones to look at the schedule and send 
messages to each other. 

‘But often we also have a WhatsApp group, so you can see where everyone is. 
If you like company, then you can say like, I am here, and it is really cool… I also 
like to hear that from others.’ (Respondent 8)

‘Then afterwards I App and I join someone else again.’ (Respondent 14)

In addition to the website, Incubate uses another online tool to engage the visitors. 
Uservoice is an online platform that allows people to provide tips for the festival 
program. Thousands of tips are provided by the festival community. The festival or-
ganisers claim that this is necessary, because they often deal with such niche music 
that they cannot possibly have all the knowledge to come up with an innovative and 
cutting edge program by themselves. In this way, members of the audience become 
co-creators of the event.

2.4.3  Material/physical conditioning

Incubate festival takes place within the city of Tilburg, in many different venues. 
Besides existing music venues, theatres and local bars, performances also take 
place in more unusual venues. Performances have taken place in a church, a nature 
theatre in the forest outside Tilburg, and in an old school bus which was parked on 
the market square. From the interviews, it shows that these physical surroundings 
form a very important part of the event. Both the surprise aspect of these venues 
and the fact that new venues can be discovered every year are part of the attraction 
of the event.

‘Hearing music in somewhat strange locations… the combination of locations 
and music is always attractive.’ (Respondent 10)



THE PRACTICES OF THE EVENTFUL CITY: THE CASE OF INCUBATE FESTIVAL
CHAPTER 2

66

‘What I notice is that the locations change a bit every year… There was a little 
park with an outdoor stage, but that has disappeared. Then other new locations 
are added. I always enjoy that.’ (Respondent 18)

In the interviews, many venues are mentioned, but some specific venues seem to 
have a lasting impression on the visitors, such as the Paulus church. This is a histori-
cal church building in the city centre of Tilburg, which was built in the year 1822. The 
church, a national monument, is still in use for religious services, as well as for other 
activities. 

‘The Paulus Church…the first time I went there it was magical. It is a place which I 
pass on my bicycle every day. But I had never been inside. Yes, magical… Goose 
bumps’ (Respondent 11)

Because of the many different venues throughout the city, logistics are something 
that comes back in the interviews as well. People walk from one venue to the other, 
in small groups. Most people find this a very pleasant way of exploring the city. 

‘It is a city full of hidden places. And they are all become visible when you have 
to go there, because there are bands in a basement, or in a factory hall some-
where. This way you also get to know the city a bit, and people from outside get 
to know the city in an unusual way.’ (Respondent 11)

‘This means that you sometimes walk at least 10 to 15 kilometres a day.’  
(Respondent 15)

The festival requires some logistical preparation. Because of the tight schedules, 
and the many options, visitors have to plan ahead, otherwise they will arrive every-
where too late. This happened to the author during the first day of participant obser-
vation, and it is also confirmed by one of the interviewees: 

‘But I found out that Incubate is really something for people who have been 
going there for years. They know that you really need to plan. You cannot just go 
everywhere, because the locations are far apart. It was more of a treasure hunt 
through the city than a real festival for me, but the veterans said, yes, you just 
have to know where to go and plan ahead.’ (Respondent 3)

Because of the fact that unusual venues are used, and many of the performances 
take place indoors, the feeling of a ‘secret society’ is created. The festival takes 
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place during the day and in the evenings, when the residents of Tilburg are simul-
taneously acting out their daily routines in the city. The fact that there is a festival go-
ing on is visible to outsiders, because of the presence of many different subcultures, 
with their clothing styles, but it does not affect the daily life of the residents. The 
attendees wear wristbands, which give them access to all the, sometimes hidden, 
venues. They recognise each other by the wrist bands, but also by their different 
clothing styles. But because there are many different performances at the same 
time, there are many shallow, almost invisible streams of festivalgoers crisscross-
ing the city. This underground current of experimental and exciting art and music 
is flowing at the same time the local residents go to work, walk their dogs or sit on 
cafe terraces. 

2.4.4  Structural conditioning 

2.4.4.1 Cultural dimension
Because the Incubate event practice is performed by members of many different 
subcultures, one would assume, at first sight, that there are also different meanings 
attached to the festival. However, the interviews show a coherence in meaning is 
created within the event practice. The fact that Incubate is a festival of many subcul-
tures becomes clear in the interviews. Some of the subcultures that are mentioned 
in the interviews are: Metal, Doom, Drone, Ambient, Electro, Indy Rock, Psychedelic, 
Hiphop, Punk, Hardcore, Noise, Jazz, and more. Because of these subcultures, there 
are many people with different clothing styles in Tilburg during Incubate festival, 
although the interviewees also say this is getting less distinctive. The clothing style 
is not necessarily what distinguishes the incubate visitors from outsiders. 

‘I look quite normal, so to say. And there are a lot of people like that, but also 
many people who look much more extreme.’ (Respondent 7)
‘
‘At Incubate you would expect a kind of alternative audience, but I think that that 
division in clothes and hair style is kind of disappearing.’ (Respondent 14)

Although many music genres and subcultures are represented at Incubate festival, 
what really binds people together during the festival is their deep love of music. 
This is also reflected in the respondents’ description of the ‘Incubate feeling’. People 
describe how they are touched by the music during the event, either intellectually or 
emotionally. Intellectually, because there are many musicians amongst the audience, 
and they also like to watch musicians play skillfully.
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‘Something I never saw or heard performed like this before. Or he or she is per-
forming it so well… a craftsperson, who knows what he is doing.’ (Respondent 18)

Emotionally, there are many descriptions of becoming immersed in the music. 
Respondents describe the music as ‘dreamy’, and they are ‘dreaming away’ with 
minimal or ambient music. The whole festival is described by the respondents as an 
immersion in a different reality which leads them to forget daily life and worries, and 
which has an impact on their state of mind.

‘I always leave, it sounds very strange, with different brain waves than when I 
went there, so to say.’ (Respondent 9)

When asked how all these different subcultures can fit into one festival, the respond-
ents refer to the open-mindedness of the visitors, towards different music genres, 
but also towards other visitors. The whole festival is about discovering new things. 

It is clear from the interviews that Incubate leads to a sense of belonging for the 
visitors. And by bringing together a large number of (sometimes extreme) subcul-
tures, the festival is a place for performances and for people outside the mainstream 
culture. In that sense, Incubate manages to include people, who do not feel included 
otherwise. 

From the interviews and the participant observation, several cultural elements re-
garding the event practice emerged. Firstly, the connection between audience and 
performers is very close. Performers are very approachable, and often performers 
become the audience for the next performance. Several times during performances, 
audience members make suggestions to the performers, or have a small conver-
sation with them. Due to the enormous number of performances, the changing of 
the equipment needs to be done fast, and if something is not working, there is a 
cooperation between performers, audience and volunteers to get everything solved. 
Furthermore, the more established artists announce on stage that after the concert 
they would like to join the audience during the rest of the festival. 

‘I always liked it that many artists came to the after party, and you could have 
conversations with them.’ (Respondent 18)

Secondly, two variations of the festival experience became visible. Because of 
the diverse and large number of performances, visitors develop their own itiner-
ary through the festival. This results in a very fast pace of the event. Two minutes 
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after the end of a performance the venue is completely empty, and the audience 
is rushing to get to another act. During informal talks at the event, several visitors 
recommended a bicycle to get to the different venues as fast as possible. Others 
commented that the festival was quite exhausting, and they needed to recover from 
the overload of experiences during the week. 

‘You have to move around a lot during this festival. At some large festivals, 
you can perhaps go with a group from stage A to stage B, but here you have 
30 stages. So, then you have to take a bike, or walk. And you have to have a 
certain pace if you want to see things and not arrive everywhere too late.’ (Re-
spondent 11)

On the other hand, there were also people who had a very quiet festival experience, 
by limiting themselves to one type of music, which took place in one venue. These 
included the metal performances in the nature theatre, or the minimal music in a 
hotel basement. 

Thirdly, the festival is still rooted in underground culture, although it would like to 
distance itself from that term. There are references to the Do-It-Yourself (DIY) attitude 
of Punk Rock, and an open, sharing non-commercial mentality. Some interviewees 
distance themselves from the mainstream music and festival industry, which they 
consider to be too commercial and unauthentic.

The shared meaning of an event practice depends on a shared set of rules. Both 
from the participant observation and from the interviews several context specif-
ic unwritten rules were revealed. The one rule that was mentioned by almost all 
interviewees was: no talking. In general, people come to listen to the music, so 
chatting to each other is not appreciated. It seems the no talking rule is dependent 
on the location and the music genre; for some of the quieter, singer songwriter or 
ambient genres this is mentioned by all respondents, and in locations where people 
sit down, this is also mentioned specifically. But some respondents also apply this 
unspoken rule to the louder metal or noise music.

‘That also means that when a DJ is playing, or something loud is going on, and 
you are just busy with your in-crowd, without paying attention, that is generally 
not appreciated.’ (Respondent 18)

A second category of unwritten rules that emerged from within the event practice 
deals with door regulations. This became evident during the participant observation. 
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Because of the adventurous character of the festival, and the unknown acts that 
are performing, the audience is allowed to walk in and out of the performances 
during the acts. But these door rules are not straightforward. They can differ per 
performance, and sometimes they are adapted during the course of the festival. For 
example, in bars and music venues people walk in and out of performances as they 
please, but in the theatres people wait until in-between songs, and after some songs 
there is a shift in audience. During theatre plays the doors close and it is not allowed 
to leave or enter in the middle of the play. 

During the second day of the festival, as part of the participant observation, the 
author decided to ask a volunteer about the informal door regulations, which so far 
seemed to work, but were not spoken about. This was while waiting in line before 
entering a music performance in a theatre. When asking the volunteer explicitly if it 
was allowed to leave during the performance, it turned out that the volunteer was 
not sure what the procedure was, and he became hesitant to answer the question. 
In response to the question, the volunteer decided to consult the performing band, 
who were backstage preparing for their act. Upon return the volunteer replied that 
the band did not mind people leaving early if they wanted to attend other perfor-
mances. This example illustrates the tacit cultural knowledge of the festival com-
munity. These rules, emerging from the practice are not routine, they are flexible 
and although people behave according to them, they find it difficult to make them 
explicit. These are the unspoken rules that make the practice work.

2.4.4.2 Power dimension

Material resources

Until 2016, Incubate festival was financially well-supported by the city of Tilburg 
as well as the province of Brabant and several public and private funds, resulting 
in a budget of 500,000 euros in 2013 and 2014 (Incubate, 2015). The municipality 
of Tilburg developed a system to distribute event subsidies based on the policy 
document ‘From city with events to event-city’ (Gemeente Tilburg, 2011). Events that 
matched criteria such as attracting more visitors to the city or enhancing the city’s 
image were given priority in the allocation of subsidies. Incubate, although not in the 
top ten of Tilburg’s most visited events, was marked as one of the four ‘image de-
termining events’ (Gemeente Tilburg, 2016). The distinctive character of the festival 
was seen as enhancing the image of Tilburg as a place to produce and consume 
cutting-edge culture and bringing creative consumers and producers to the city. This 
meant that Incubate received a relatively large amount of financial support, but this 
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also made the festival very dependent on subsidies. Moreover, it led to the festival 
adopting more ambitious and expensive programming. As a result of this, Incubate 
encountered financial problems in 2015. 

The financial problems generated severe criticism of the festival, both from within 
the local government, as well as from the local press and the general public. When 
the amount of financial support was revealed in the press, it caused a division of 
opinion about the value of the festival. On one hand, many people were supportive 
of the festival, but on the other hand there were also voices that objected to the 
large subsidies that Incubate received, particularly as a niche festival. The festival or-
ganisation explained the financial problems in terms of a portion of the subsidy they 
had not received and by the fact that they did not have enough paying visitors. From 
the interviews it also emerged that many of the respondents who visited the festival 
did not buy a ticket, because they were involved with the festival as volunteers, art-
ists, or providers of home stays. This means that festival finances were undermined 
by the large-scale involvement of local residents and other visitors.

‘At the entrance, we never had to pay, because we were on the guest list. You 
could choose what you wanted to donate, so we bought a T-shirt every year.’ 
(Respondent 18)

‘Well, it hurt a bit when they said they do not have enough paying visitors, because 
I am someone who does voluntary work for them, so I get to go for free. I never 
have to pay. And now they have to change that somehow.’ (Respondent 1)

After several months of uncertainty and a change in festival management, the local 
government demanded a new business model from Incubate. In order to attract 
more paying visitors and at the same time still meet the criteria for various subsidies, 
the organisation decided to change the rhythm of the festival. When the festival 
organisation managed to present this new model, including the new timing, support 
for the festival was continued for another year. Despite positive results in 2016, how-
ever, finances became a problem again in 2017, when a major arts subsidy bid was 
declined (Fonds Podiumkunsten, 2017). As a result of this, the province of Brabant 
decided not to fund Incubate anymore, and in February 2017, the news arrived that 
the municipality had also withdrawn financial support for Incubate festival, mainly 
because they did not want to be the sole public body supporting the festival. The 
municipality stated that the new plan which was presented by Incubate deviated too 
much from the original format. Therefore the event now scored significantly lower 
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on the subsidy criteria (Gemeente Tilburg, 2017) such as contribution to the image 
of Tilburg, target audience, timing and location of the event, and the ratio of local 
subsidies versus other sources of income (Gemeente Tilburg, 2017). 

Organisational resources

Incubate’s organisational resources include the participating venues, political net-
works and the local inhabitants of Tilburg and its international and local community. 
Incubate has always had a good relationship with the participating venues. In every 
edition, different and unusual venues take part. Incubate festival offers the opportu-
nity to book more unusual artists and attract a different audience.

Because most performances take place in indoor venues, most of Tilburg’s residents 
are not involved in these acts. In order to involve the local residents, Incubate offers 
a ‘zero’ program: performances that are free of charge, sometimes taking place in 
the public space. An example is the art project ‘Play me I’m yours’ by Luke Jerram 
in 2011, an installation of 103 pianos for people to play in different locations around 
the city. This project had been carried out before in cities like New York, Barcelona, 
London and Adelaide, but never with such a large number of pianos as in Tilburg 
(Brabants Dagblad, 2011). Local residents were also surprised and charmed by the 
project ‘Lullaby’ by the same artist in 2014, involving a parade of musical and illumi-
nated bicycles through the city. In 2015 Incubate organised a local beer market in 
the city centre as one of their activities, where the locally brewed Incubate beer was 
sold to the public, together with other small local brands. This is another example of 
how the festival connects to local residents, who are not necessarily interested in 
the experimental music of the event. Incubate takes place in the city centre, when 
the local residents proceed with their ordinary activities. According to many visitors, 
the reactions of local people are positive.

On the other hand, there is a large group of residents in Tilburg who do not know 
the festival or do not support it. It is not a mainstream festival, which makes it difficult 
to explain to people who do not like this type of music. This reflects the two groups 
present in the city: one group supporting progressive culture, the other group pre-
ferring more traditional events and well-known events that are not necessarily linked 
to the city.

‘And I think it is very difficult for other people, when people see posters of a 
festival with bands that you never heard of and you see all these strange people 
walking. That does not feel very accessible for a lot of people, I guess.’ 
(Respondent 6)
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The relationship between Incubate and political networks is described by one of the 
organisers as a complex love relationship. Over the years Incubate has received fi-
nancial support from the local government, and it also became an important feature 
of its event portfolio. But it also encountered some difficulties in explaining the value 
of the festival for the city. With regards to the local political networks, the question 
‘does the event serve the city, or does the city serve the event?’ has become very 
relevant, to the point where the local government decided to stop supporting the 
festival. In the last few years, the organisation of Incubate had the feeling that it 
became a ‘football’ in a political game being played between political parties. But 
some interviewees, artists and visitors were also quite understanding about govern-
ment decisions:

‘When you have a loss, year after year, then I understand that at a certain point 
the municipality says: wait, something has to happen, otherwise it just does not 
work.’ (Respondent 15)

2.4.5  The end of Incubate?

In a practice approach it is not only important how a practice is created and main-
tained, but also how a practice is eventually abandoned or killed off (Hargreaves, 
2011; Shove et al., 2012). In the interviews, a question was added about what would 
happen if Incubate no longer existed. When the interviews were conducted, this was 
already a likely scenario. Several different reactions emerged from the interviews. 
The most common reaction was missing the festival practice. The respondents 
describe how they always looked forward to the festival and how they discover new 
things at the event. The people who live in Tilburg describe a feeling of pride in their 
hometown during the event.

‘That feeling of being on my bicycle or on foot, here somewhere in the neigh-
bourhood. And cycling from stage X to stage Y. And thinking, wow, you can walk 
for days in your own city, between places, but you share it with your neighbours. 
At that moment I am very aware of the festival and what is so nice about it. That 
overall feeling, in a weekend or a week. I would really miss that.’ (Respondent 11)

Others refer to the network and sense of togetherness that would disappear. They 
are afraid that the reason for creatives to get together will be gone. Moreover, peo-
ple refer to what Tilburg as a city would miss, such as a decline in cultural climate, 
but also in the attractiveness of the city. 



THE PRACTICES OF THE EVENTFUL CITY: THE CASE OF INCUBATE FESTIVAL
CHAPTER 2

74

‘It would be a shame for Tilburg, because we are not number one in looks, 
appearance and those things. So, I think, this was something that made people 
from Amsterdam come to Tilburg. And they will not come for the fair (Kermis) or a 
traditional music festival (Festival van het levenslied). Because they have those 
things themselves.’ (Respondent 11)

On the other hand, there are also people who believe that the disappearance of the 
festival is part of life, and not the end of the world. 

‘It is really a shame that it will disappear. But I don’t think I will get withdrawal 
symptoms in September. Well, things come and go.’ (Respondent 2)

‘I would really miss it, but well, that is part of life, sometimes.’ (Respondent 16)

It is very interesting that people describe what they would lose if the practice would 
disappear, and it becomes very clear that in their minds the event is interlinked with 
the city. In their descriptions the respondents indicate that they would miss an urban 
practice, not just an event. On the day the decision was made that Incubate festival 
would not be prolonged, Tilburg’s city poet wrote a poem about the event called 
‘Requiem’, in which he also made a direct link to the city, changing the name Tilburg 
into ‘Stilburg’, referring to the emptiness and silence (stil is Dutch for silent) that 
would be a result of the disappearance of Incubate festival:

‘…

de makers zien de leegte
komen en benoemen deze
stad heet vanaf nu Stilburg’

(Martin Beversluis, 2017)

‘…

the creators see the void
come and call this city
from now on Stilburg’

(Martin Beversluis, 2017)
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2.5 
Discussion and conclusions 

After analysing the event practice of Incubate festival in its context of the city of 
Tilburg, several conclusions can be drawn. The main research question of this study 
was to analyse how the relationship between the city and the event is performed 
within the urban event practice. We can conclude that the relationship between the 
city and the event is very dynamic, and interactions takes place on different levels. 
At one level, the city forms the multidimensional context which enables or constrains 
the event practice. At the same time, the city and the event are actors producing 
the practice, who might have contradicting goals. Finally, within the urban event 
practice, the event and the city are entangled, and the practice only makes sense 
because of the event and the city interacting together.

One of the goals of this study was to examine how the contextual dimensions (van 
der Poel, 2004) relate to the way the practice is performed and perceived. By 
zooming in on the context of the event practice, it becomes clear how multidimen-
sional the context is. The case study shows that the contextual conditions not only 
influence the practice, but they also influence each other. Furthermore, the different 
contextual conditions do not necessarily lead to synergy, but instead they can also 
contradict each other. In the case of Incubate festival, some of these contractions 
have led to problems in the relationship between the municipality of Tilburg and the 
festival. For example, the interviews show that participants are proud to be involved 
in the festival, by acting as a volunteer, or by providing other kinds of services to the 
festival. This is rewarded by free access to the event, which creates a feeling of be-
longing amongst the participants, but it has also led to a reduced number of tickets 
sold and increased financial difficulties for the festival. As a response to the financial 
problems, the organisers changed the rhythm of the event in an attempt to keep 
the practice going. This change in rhythm led to a different event experience and 
according to some respondents a reduced sense of togetherness, which illustrates 
how difficult it is to change rhythms and routines that have come to be ‘natural’ over 
the years.

Secondly, this study shows that the event practice is tightly connected to the city 
of Tilburg. One of the respondents states that the event felt more like ‘a treasure 
hunt through the city than a real festival’. This is an important example of how both 
the event and the city are performed within the practice. The event leads people 
through the fabric of the city, but with a logic that belongs to the festival, rather than 



THE PRACTICES OF THE EVENTFUL CITY: THE CASE OF INCUBATE FESTIVAL
CHAPTER 2

76

the places in the city. In their study about city festivals and urban development, van 
Aalst and van Melik (2012) asked themselves ‘does place matter?’ In this case place 
clearly matters for the festival and vice versa. The city is perceived through the lens 
of the event, and the event is perceived through the lens of the city. Moreover, the 
perception of the city is changed by the event practice. 

As a consequence of this, the city and the event cannot be neatly organised into 
two separate entities, in which the city provides benefits for the event and the event 
provides benefits for the city. Instead, they are entangled into one ‘eventful city 
practice’. Smith (2016) describes how the city can be staged for the event; urban 
space is produced through performances (Merx, 2011) within practices. This case 
study is an example of how urban space is produced by staging an event; the city 
shapes the event and the event shapes the city. 

This holistic perspective of city and events, has implications for the way we perceive 
value creation through events. Value creation cannot only be depicted as a flow 
from the event to the city. Instead, it should also be seen in a more holistic way: the 
city and the event together produce value through the urban event practice. In the 
case of Incubate festival, the large number of volunteers Incubate is drawing can be 
seen as practitioners that are recruited by the practice (Shove et al., 2012). But it is 
not just the event that is supported by this, it is also the city that people are implicitly 
supporting. People who identify with the practice (Ryan, 2012), implicitly identify with 
the city. If we continue to view the event as separate from the city, then this value is 
not recognized, and the low number of tickets sold becomes the focus of the discus-
sion. 

A more holistic perspective also has implications for the development of event 
portfolios within cities. Cities aim for a balanced event portfolio in which events are 
strategically planned in order to generate a range of social and economic benefits 
(Ziakas & Costa, 2011; Ziakas, 2014; Antchak, 2016). This is generally seen as a way 
to change a ‘city with events’ into an ‘eventful city’ (Richards & Palmer, 2010). From 
an ‘event portfolio perspective’, Tilburg can easily replace Incubate festival with 
another cultural festival, balancing the supply of different event types in the city, and 
catering for the different target groups within the city. But this study shows that the 
city and the event cannot be seen as separate from each other. By removing the 
festival, the city context itself also changes. Because of the entanglement of city and 
event within the event practice, discarding the festival also means discarding a part 
of the city’s identity.



THE PRACTICES OF THE EVENTFUL CITY: THE CASE OF INCUBATE FESTIVAL
CHAPTER 2

77

Finally, the question arises, why was the event practice eventually killed off? A partial 
explanation can be found in the social value that was overlooked, by regarding the 
event as separate from the city. The focus of the discussion is not the commitment of 
the community to the event practice, but the financial problems. But when we look at 
how eventfulness is created within the practice, another issue emerges regarding the 
visibility of the event. Visibility and image creation are important issues, because they 
are primary goals of Tilburg’s event policy (Gemeente Tilburg, 2011, 2017). Incubate 
festival effectively becomes part of the cultural ‘underground’ (Cohendet et al., 2010) 
of the city for a few days. Although this creates a ‘special’ feeling for the participants, 
it does not contribute to the visibility of the festival for outsiders. The data show that 
Incubate is distinctive for participants, but it is hidden within the fabric of the city, and 
therefore does little to create a distinctive image for the city, and therefore does not 
meet an important aim of Tilburg’s eventful city policy. 

Moreover, there is learning involved in the festival practice: you have to find your 
way through the supply of music, design you own program and arrive everywhere 
on time. Together with the unusual music styles, this creates a barrier between 
insiders and outsiders (Collins, 2004), which generates high levels of eventfulness 
for a particular group, but lower levels of eventfulness for the city as a whole. A suc-
cessful and innovative event will therefore not always add to the eventfulness of the 
city. Despite efforts to engage with the city and to make the event accessible and 
visible, Incubate eventually could not convince Tilburg that is should be part of its 
‘eventful city practices’, even though it matches the core values of the city. In effect, 
Incubate did not contribute to making Tilburg an eventful city because the aims of 
the event (creating a distinctive space for festival-goers) did not match the aims of 
the city (creating a distinctive image for Tilburg). This explains to a large extent why 
the relationship was discontinued.

All in all, by applying a practice approach to an urban event, it has become clear 
that an ‘eventful city’ is more than a city utilizing events for strategic aims. The 
dichotomy of city versus event results in conflicts about ‘who is serving who’ and in 
a limited perspective on the way value is created through event practices. Instead, 
the application of the practice model and a focus on the actual ‘sayings and doings’ 
of the event practice leads to a more comprehensive approach. The festival seems 
to create its own space, with its own rules and with an atmosphere in which new 
things can be created. This ‘third space’ (Soja, 1996) is neither inside nor outside the 
city, but it is a different type of space in which new things can happen including a 
re-negotiation of rules and cultural identity. In this sense, the event creates space for 
the city, and the city creates space for the event. 
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3.1 
Introduction

According to Richards and Palmer (2010, p.23), “events have taken on a new mean-
ing in post-modern society, where they become not only an essential experience 
in themselves, but also an important underpinning of individual and group identity”. 
The possibilities for identity construction in event spaces have increased enormous-
ly in the contemporary network society (Castells, 2004), as events have become 
nodes in new informal social networks (Richards, 2015), which allow people to 
connect with others and to perform chosen practices. However, the performance of 
identities during events remains relatively under-researched. 

Goffman’s concept of performance has been a growing concern of leisure and tour-
ism studies since MacCannell’s (1973, 2013) classic study of frontstage and back-
stage behaviour. The subsequent performance turn (Larsen & Urry, 2011; Larsen, 
2012) has extended Goffman’s (1959) performance metaphor to describe tourists 
(Edensor, 2000), encounters (Quin, 2007), practices (Stylianou-Lambert, 2012), and 
places (Platt, 2011; Wilson & Moore, 2018). Moreover, leisure spaces have been 
described as ‘stages’ for performing identities (Platt, 2011; Hyde & Olesen, 2011; 
Jaimangal-Jones, Pritchard & Morgan, 2015).  

Although much has been written about performance in leisure settings, this rarely in-
cludes collective performance by crowds and audiences. Literature on performance 
is mostly focused on individual, face-to-face performances (MacCannell, 1973, 2013; 
Larsen, 2005; Quinn, 2007; Wilson & Moore, 2018). An exception is Giovanardi, 
Lucarelli and Decosta’s (2014) study about the Pink Night festival, which describes 
the collective performance of the festival. However, this study does not involve the 
impact of collective performance on identities of the participants. 

This paper examines how events, as stages for identity performance, can be ve-
hicles for self-change. Following Giddens (1991), identities are seen as fluid and 
ever-changing. Giddens (1991) argues that the self is reflexively made. Identity is 
therefore understood as a narrative, which is created, maintained and reshaped 
(Giddens, 1991). Identities are reshaped through ‘doing’ (Duits, 2008) and reflect-
ing, in interaction with others. Some of these changes are conscious moments of 
self-change (Noy, 2004), which Giddens (1991) calls fateful moments. By regarding 
identities as fluid, performed and reflected upon through stories, this study analyses 
self-change as reported by the participants.
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By including the processes of collective performance and by addressing the conse-
quences of performance on self-change, this study bridges a gap between existing 
literature about leisure and tourism performance, and literature on collective identity 
(re)construction. 

This study presents the case of the Redhead Days, the world’s largest gathering of 
red-haired people. Every year, redheads from over 80 countries gather in the Neth-
erlands for a three-day event to celebrate their hair colour. The event takes place in 
the city centre of Breda, and the program of the event consists of several activities, 
such as a welcome party on Friday night and a pub crawl on Saturday night. On 
Saturday and Sunday there are markets with red hair beauty products, a food trucks 
area and a children’s square. Furthermore, there is a stage with music performanc-
es and a redhead fashion show. All over the city centre there are photo booths in 
which the participants can have their picture taken by professional photographers. 
On Sunday afternoon, a collective photo shoot takes place, in which all participating 
redheads are photographed together.

This event is very suitable for studying the (collective) performance of identities, 
because it celebrates a bodily feature that the participants strongly identify with, 
because of the rareness and visibility of red hair. During this event, the event organ-
isers facilitate both face-to-face and collective performance by making the visitors 
the main attraction. 

The purpose of this study is to gain insights into (collective) identity performance, 
construction and re-construction in an event context. Studying these performances 
in detail, will lead to more insights into the processes through which identities can 
change as a result of event participation. The following research questions were 
posed: (1) How do participants (co)perform identities during the Redhead Days? (2) 
How does (collective) performance during the Redhead Days contribute to a change 
in identities? 
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3.2 
Literature review

The literature review first reflects on Goffman’s (1959) concept of performance and 
its role in leisure and tourism studies. Additionally, Collins’ (2004) theory of interac-
tion ritual chains is explained, which combines Goffman’s micro performance with 
Durkheim’s work on rituals, collective effervescence and symbols. This combination 
of theories is very applicable to event spaces, in which face-to-face performances 
alternate with audience and crowd interactions.  

3.2.1  Leisure and tourism as performance

The metaphor of performance has become a key focus in tourism and leisure stud-
ies in recent decades (Edensor 2000, 2001; Cohen & Cohen, 2012), starting with 
MacCannell’s (1973, 2013) classic study based on Goffman’s frontstage and back-
stage performances. According to Goffman’s (1959) dramaturgical approach, people 
are always metaphorically on stage, both as an actor and as audience, performing 
through social interaction. MacCannell (1973, 2013) describes tourism as a stage 
on which management and employees perform authenticity. Later, the metaphor of 
performance was extended to the tourists themselves, performing at destinations. 
This has been extensively described by Edensor (2000) in his work about tourist 
behaviour at the Taj Mahal. 

Since then, performance has become of vital importance in analysing leisure and 
tourism practices (Quin, 2007; Platt, 2011; Cohen & Cohen, 2012; Larsen & Urry, 
2011, Wilson & Moore, 2018). As a result of the ‘performance turn’ (Larsen & Urry, 
2011; Larsen, 2012), people are seen as active participants in creating their realities, 
instead of passively consuming what is presented to them. Leisure and tourism 
practices are consequently seen as embodied and physical social practices through 
which social reality is constructed, reconstructed and challenged (Edensor, 2001). 

3.2.2  Performance of identities

Although the notion of performance has become an established paradigm in leisure 
and tourism research (Larsen & Urry, 2011; Cohen & Cohen, 2012), it is only in the 
last decade that this has included the performance of identities (Goulding & Saren, 
2009; Hyde & Olesen, 2011; Platt, 2011; Giovanardi et al., 2014; Jaimangal-Jones et 
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al., 2015). Goffman (1959) describes an individual’s performance as the presentation 
of the self. However, most social scientists agree that identities are not static, but 
inherently fluid and actively constructed (Giddens, 1991; Gergen, 1994). This implies 
that within performances, people not only present their identities, but also shape 
and re-shape them. 

According to Giddens (1991), identities are a constant work in progress, which is re-
lated to self-narratives: ‘a person’s identity is not to be found in behaviour, nor in the 
reactions of others, but in the capacity to keep a particular narrative going’ (Giddens, 
1991, p.54). Stories of the self are believed to not only provide the best insights into 
identities, but they actually are the core experience of personal identity (Noy, 2004). 
By sharing stories about themselves, people describe and construct who they are 
(Giddens, 1991; Gergen, 1994). This can be referred to as identity work: ‘the process 
whereby people strive to shape a relatively coherent and distinctive notion of per-
sonal self-identity’ (Watson, 2009, p. 429).

Although people actively construct their identities, they are restricted by their social 
contexts. Elliott (2005) points out that people have a limited number of ‘plots’ they 
can act out. Watson (2009) describes in a similar way that self-narratives are always 
constructed within the limitations of the context in which the person operates. ‘The 
narratives people present and use, inevitably draw upon discursively available narra-
tives “external” to us’ (Watson, 2009, p.449). Goffman (1959) also states that people 
alter their performance according to the setting: specific settings define which prac-
tices and roles are appropriate. 

Similarly, leisure performances are contextualized; they are shaped in interaction 
with a specific setting (Hyde & Olesen, 2011; Stylianou-Lambert, 2012). Leisure, tour-
ism and event spaces often provide out-of-the-ordinary settings, away from every-
day life, but within the boundaries of the new context (Edensor,2001). This suggests 
that these settings can be a space in which self-narratives can be explored and 
changed. Out of the ordinary settings can lead to an expansion of available narra-
tives and possible plots, which means a possibility to act out and construct different 
self-stories.

An example of how identities are performed and negotiated in interaction with a 
specific context is described by Jaimangal-Jones et al. (2015) in their study about 
dance cultures. Dance clubs have developed an alternative set of norms and values 
compared to other leisure settings (Jaimangal-Jones et al., 2015). These spaces al-
low the participants to perform roles that are incompatible with other social contexts. 
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Nevertheless, these dance contexts have etiquettes of their own. Some knowledge 
is required of the practitioners in order to benefit from these new freedoms. Jaiman-
gal-Jones et al. (2015) make a distinction between different phases that the partici-
pants go through in their performance from the first ‘audition’ to being ‘established 
actors’. 

3.2.3  Performance in an event context: An interaction  
ritual approach

Events are generally characterized as out of the ordinary (Falassi, 1987; Morgan, 
2008; Goldblatt, 2011) and limited in time and space (Getz, 1989; Richards & Palmer, 
2010). The extraordinary and temporary character of events makes them promising 
spaces for re-constructing identities. Moreover, the co-presence of bodies is inher-
ent to events, leading to different forms of social interaction. Nordvall, Pettersson, 
Svensson and Brown (2014) distinguish three types of attendee interactions dur-
ing events, which they label: known group socialization, external socialization and 
audience socialization. This implies that during event practices, performance occurs 
in different social settings; face-to-face performances in a group of friends and ac-
quaintances, face-to-face performances with strangers, and finally, performances in 
large groups or crowds. 

Audience socialization (Nordvall et al., 2014) is a specific characteristic of event 
spaces and it differs significantly from other types of interaction, because the indi-
vidual becomes part of a group that co-performs. This can be seen for example in 
audiences performing the wave, or collectively jumping up and down. Because of 
this type of crowd performance, events are often described as ritualistic (Richards, 
2014; Sterchele & Saint-Blancat, 2015; St John, 2015), leading to a state of liminality 
(van Gennep, 1960; Turner, 1967, 1979), wherein boundaries are deconstructed and 
blurred. To describe this type of interaction and its consequences, Collins’ (2004) 
model of interaction ritual chains is very suitable, because it combines Goffman’s mi-
crosociology with Durkheim’s work on rituals, collective effervescence and symbols 
which originally was the starting point for Goffman’s work (Summers-Effler, 2006). 
Collins (2004) presents a framework that incorporates face-to-face interactions as 
well as ritualistic elements of events, which proves to be very useful for analyzing 
event interactions (Richards, 2014; Simons, 2019; Sterchele, 2020). 
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Figure 3.1
The interaction ritual (Collins, 2004 p. 48)

Collins (2004) uses Goffmans’ key ingredients for a successful interaction ritual. 
Interaction rituals are performed through the body or as Collins states ‘ritual is 
essentially a bodily process’ (2004, p. 53). Bodily co-presence makes it possible for 
people to read each other’s signals and to become attuned to each other (Collins, 
2004). Co-presence of bodies is also the fundamental aspect of events; Richards 
and Palmer (2010) describe events as a celebration of time and space, created 
for people to experience co-presence. The second ritual ingredient is ‘barriers to 
outsiders’, which stimulates a clear division between insiders and outsiders. These 
can be both physical and psychological barriers. The third and fourth ritual ingredi-
ents ‘mutual focus of attention’ and ‘shared mood’ reinforce each other. These ritual 
ingredients combined, lead to collective effervescence, a term used by Durkheim 
(1912) to indicate collective and shared excitement. Collective effervescence fills the 
practitioners with emotional energy. These emotions are not individual, but they are 
shared and conditioned, creating group solidarity and new standards of morality 
(Collins, 2004). This explains why collective performance can be used to unite a het-
erogeneous group of people and deeply internalise ideas, using symbols as collec-
tive representations of both the group and the actual ritual or the event. 

In conclusion, events are spaces in which both face-to-face and collective perfor-
mances take place. These performances can be analysed using a combination of 
Goffman’s performance approach combined with Durkheim’s rituals and collective 
effervescence as portrayed in Collins’ framework of interaction rituals chains. This 
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approach makes it possible to analyse the different types of performance during 
events, as well as the consequences of these performances for identity construc-
tion. However, the actual workings of these processes require a detailed study of 
event practices and performances.

3.3 
Methods

This paper presents a case study of the Redhead Days. The Redhead Days take 
place in Breda, a town of 180,000 inhabitants in the south of the Netherlands. The 
Redhead Days have become the most international event in Breda, attracting ap-
proximately 10,000 visitors from more than 80 countries. The event originates from 
the idea of a Dutch artist, who advertised for redheaded models for paintings and a 
photo shoot, 14 years ago. He hoped he would get approximately fifteen red-haired 
people. Instead, 150 redheads responded, and he decided to invite them all. The 
first meeting was unusual, fun, and meaningful to the participants. Recognising the 
potential of this, the organiser decided to make it into a yearly event. During the 
event, which takes place in a weekend in September, the hotels in Breda are fully 
booked with redheads and there is even a redhead campsite.

The event was purposefully selected as an information-rich case (Patton, 1990). 
‘Information-rich cases are those from which one can learn a great deal about issues 
of central importance to the purpose of the research’ (Patton, 1990, p. 169). Since the 
purpose of this study is understanding (collective) performance of identities during 
events, an event was selected with a clear link to the participants’ identities. The 
Redhead Days celebrate co-presence of people with a similar bodily feature, red 
hair, which the attendees are expected to identify with. As Jaimangal-Jones et al. 
(2015, p. 617) state, ‘methods of visual presentation are a key means of expressing 
and constructing identity’.

Secondly, the case is judged ‘information rich’ because the event facilitates perfor-
mance of identities, by making the participants the main attraction. The program of 
the event allows a mix of face-to-face performances and collective performances. 
For example, the event includes a kick-off party in a local theatre, a redhead pub 
crawl and a large collective photo shoot in the park, which all involve collective per-
formance. Furthermore, there are activities that stimulate face-to-face performances, 
such as a market with red hair products, speed dating, and photo shoots.
In order to study the event practices and the performances, ethnographic methods, 
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such as participant observation and in-depth semi-structured interviews were used. 
Participant observation took place during four editions of the event: 1 September 
2013, 5-7 September 2014, 4-6 September 2015 and 2-5 September 2016. The level 
of participation increased every year. In the first two years, observations were ex-
plorative and open, with participation at the periphery of the event. In the third year, 
all event practices were observed in detail, using an observation guide based on 
Collins’ (2004) interaction ritual chains, and with participation in almost every activity. 
The fourth year the focus of the observations was specifically on collective per-
formance during the grand photo shoot and the collective walk. The observations 
resulted in recorded and written field notes, supported by photographic reports. 
To ensure the trustworthiness of the observations, a team of research assistants 
also undertook participant observation and wrote field notes. These additional field 
notes were not used in the data analysis but increase the credibility of the data 
through triangulation. 

The interviews took place from September 2014 till March 2016. 19 redheaded 
visitors were selected purposefully (Patton, 1990), based on their different positions 
within the event practices. A diverse group of international participants was inter-
viewed, ranging from mothers and daughters to participants who were also volun-
teers to models in the redhead fashion show. The informants were a mix of first-time 
visitors (4), second-time visitors (6) and people who visited more than two times (9). 
The age of the informants ranged from 16 to 49 and ten interviewees were female 
and nine were male. By interviewing a diverse group of participants with various 
levels of inclusion, a detailed understanding of the event practices was obtained. 
In order to gain insights into the context of the event, additional interviews were 
conducted with key stakeholders of the event, such as an alderman of Breda, the 
president of the Breda tourist association and the organiser of the event.
Most interviews took place face-to-face after the event, either in the homes of the 
informants or in a public place. The international participants were interviewed 
during the following edition of the event or via Skype. During the interviews the 
informants talked about the meaning of being a redhead and the meaning of the 
Redhead Days, including the emotions that surrounded these themes. In order to 
gain insights into the (collective) performance during the event, the interview guide 
included topics based on Collins’ (2004) framework of interaction ritual chains. The 
informants were also asked to use photographs to further illustrate their answers. 
These photographs were not analysed but were meant to provide more context to 
the stories of the informants. All informants gave permission to use the interview 
data anonymously. 
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The field notes and the transcripts were analysed using the qualitative data analysis 
software MAXQDA. The first layer of key themes was based on theoretical con-
cepts, followed by a second and third layer of codes consisting of categories that 
emerged from the data. For example, Collins’ (2004) theoretical concept of ‘barriers 
to outsiders’ was used for coding, and later specified into ‘physical barriers’ and 
‘psychological barriers’, which was further specified into ‘red hair as a formal and 
informal barrier’. To ensure an accurate reflection of the informants’ intended views 
and meanings, the themes that emerged from the data were labelled close to the 
original terms, for example, the meaning of being a redhead was coded using terms 
from the interviews, such as ‘being different’ and ‘the only one’. Moreover, all inter-
pretations were checked with the original data and with the complete narrative of 
the respondents. 
 

3.4 
Findings

The first section of the findings focusses on the ways in which red hair plays a role 
in the identities and everyday performances of the informants: what does ‘being a 
redhead’ mean? Subsequently, the ‘sayings’ and ‘doings’ of the event practices are 
described, with a special focus on the two practices that were identified as most 
important for face-to-face performances: photographing and sharing stories. A 
separate section of the findings deals with collective performance during the event, 
which is based on the collective walk through the streets of Breda and the grand 
collective photo shoot. The final part presents the informants’ perspectives on how 
event participation influenced and changed their identities.

3.4.1  Being a redhead

Without exception, having red hair is very meaningful to the informants. It is an unu-
sual hair colour, which the informants call special, different and unique. Unlike other 
hair colours, red hair stands out and it is not possible to mingle in a crowd anony-
mously with red hair. This is why the informants strongly identify with their hair colour 
and are identified with it by others. 

‘My husband always says: ‘it is always easy to find you when you are in a crowd. 
You just look for the redhead.’ (Female, 47 yrs, The Netherlands)



CHANGING IDENTITIES THROUGH COLLECTIVE PERFORMANCE AT EVENTS: THE CASE OF THE REDHEAD DAYS
CHAPTER 3

91

‘When I was a young boy, I was a bit naughty, and when we did something with 
a group, and someone saw it, they always said: I don’t know exactly who they 
were, but the little redhead was one of them.’ (Male, 42 yrs, USA)

The informants describe the many reactions they get to their hair colour, which are 
both positive and negative. Positive reactions are mostly admiring comments about 
the beauty of their hair. Besides admiring comments, nearly all informants describe 
negative reactions to their hair colour, ranging from name-calling in the streets to 
being bullied and beaten at school. As Simpson and Lewis (2005) point out, stand-
ing out and being visible means being different and this can lead to marginalization 
from the dominant group. For most informants the bullying took place when they 
attended primary school. They refer to having a very difficult time when they were 
young.

‘When I was a kid, I was very often beaten, every day, teachers did nothing, they 
were witness of what was happening but did nothing to help the kids. Because 
we were called things like witch, or prostitute. It was very difficult to defend  
yourself, … that was quite impossible.’ (Female, 40 yrs, Belgium)

Some informants describe the bullying and teasing as being generally accepted; it is 
somehow normal.

‘It’s almost as if redheads are the last, I can’t think of the word I’m looking for… 
it’s okay to be picked on, it’s okay to discriminate. Discrimination that is still  
considered okay and not bad.’ (Male, 42 yrs, USA)

Because red hair is an identifier, redheads also identify each other with this feature 
and feel a connection to other redheads. This connection is shown in a subtle way 
like by smiling at each in the streets.

‘When I walk through town and I see someone with red hair, I always smile a bit, 
that is a kind of connection, I don’t know’. (Female, 16 yrs, The Netherlands)

3.4.2  Being a redhead at the Redhead Days

Even though the participants of the Redhead Days come from different countries 
and have different backgrounds, they connect with each other. Redheads arriving at 
the Redhead Days describe an immediate sense of inclusion. This is illustrated by 
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one of the informants, who arrived in Breda on her own, on the evening before the 
event, and because of her red hair, she was instantly recognised as a participant of 
the Redhead Days.

‘So I was kind of tired and just wanted to get there but then I got on the bus and 
the bus driver already was like, now it’s not that far, you don’t have to pay. And 
I was like okay, great and then another redhead joined the bus, and it was like 
she greeted me immediately though I didn’t know her at all, but she greeted 
me just like that. And she also wore a Redhead Days T-Shirt like I did too and 
there was like – the first moment, there was like okay, this is going to be great.’ 
(Female, 22 yrs, Germany)

Events are described as an experience of co-presence (Richards & Palmer, 2010). In 
the case of the Redhead Days, the celebration of bodily co-presence is very unusu-
al, because of the scarcity of redheads in everyday life. All informants describe the 
abundance of Redheads as extraordinary and special. The fact that the Redhead 
Days are staged in a small town like Breda, adds to this feeling.
‘Yes, very special. Yes, because you just don’t know… all these people with red hair, 
lots of freckles everywhere. I really enjoyed seeing that.’ (Male, 42 yrs, The Nether-
lands)

‘I think it’s great that it was in Breda because it’s such a small city and that… 
gave you the feeling of it being your own Redhead city even more.’ (Female,  
22 yrs, Germany)

The change in setting, being surrounded by other redheads, can also causes some 
anxiety. In everyday life, redheads have become used to standing out and being 
visible, but during the event this is no longer the case, leaving one of the informants 
wondering nervously what would be left of him if he could not be ‘the funny red-
head’ of the group.

‘It was a huge relief to find out, that if you take that away, everyone has red hair, 
so that does not distinguish you anymore, that I was still liked for the rest of me.’ 
(Male, 42 yrs, USA)

During the event, red hair serves as a psychological barrier to outsiders (Collins, 
2004). Although the event welcomes non-redheads, and even communicates that 
it is meant for ‘redheads and friends’, the focus is on people with red hair. Most 
informants also state that they have no problems with non-redheads attending the 
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festival. But still, despite the inclusive communication, insiders and outsiders are 
clearly distinguished by hair colour. Sometimes this barrier is strictly maintained, 
for example during the collective photo shoot, which is only accessible for natural 
redheads. Similarly, the professional photo shoots and the fashion show are only for 
redheads. Other activities, like the pub crawl and the speed dating are also accessi-
ble for non-redheads.  

The distinction between redheads and non-redheads also became clear during the 
participant observation, when observing a family being photographed by an amateur 
photographer. A family with three children was standing on the food square. Like all 
attendees, they were wearing stickers with their home country, which read ‘Texas’. 
Two of the children were redheads and the third girl had dark brown hair. The father 
was a redhead and the mother had dark hair like the little girl. The family from Texas 
was approached by a photographer and the father posed with the two redhead 
children. The mother and the other girl were not photographed. This illustrates the 
implicit barrier between insiders and outsiders during the event. This process looked 
natural to all people involved, both the posing of the redheads and the moving out 
of the picture of the two non-redheads. 

3.4.3  Photographing as performance

One of the social practices during the Redhead Days is photographing, both by 
professional photographers, but also by amateurs. The redheads who pose for the 
camera, literally become the focus of attention (Figure 3.2), which the informants 
describe as unusual and pleasant, and which immediately contributes to positive 
feelings regarding their hair colour.

‘On that day, you are the centre of attention really… and you are treated  
a bit like a work of art and that is just, well, quite special.’ (Female, 20 yrs,  
The Netherlands)

‘When you are always told that your red hair is ugly and at that moment  
everybody takes pictures of you because your red hair is actually beautiful,  
then you start to realise that it is not that ugly, so to speak.’ (Female, 24 yrs,  
The Netherlands)

During the event, photographing is much more than capturing moments and images. 
It is a social practice in itself, with its own regulations, which evokes performances 
(Larsen, 2005; Larsen & Urry, 2011; Noy, 2014; Scarles, 2012). As Stylianou-Lambert 
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(2012, p. 1822) states, ‘The camera is a tool that encourages and even requires 
active performances related to self-identity’. The photographs are taken of all 
redheads, regardless of gender, age and nationality. Children are also encouraged 
by their parents to have their picture taken, which illustrates the out of the ordinary 
character of the event as opposed to everyday life, when asking someone to take a 
picture of their children would probably not generate such positive reactions.

‘Normally when you are walking in town and someone asks: “Can I take a 
picture of you?” Well, no, you tell them to go away. But on such a day, it is really 
normal when you ask to photograph someone: yes, of course.’ (Female, 16 yrs, 
The Netherlands)

 

Figure 3.2
Photographing as performance

Besides being a social practice during the event, the photographs taken during the 
event also serve as a tangible reminder of the event. Some informants have a spe-
cific photograph that reminds them of solidarity or the confidence they felt during 
the event.

‘One photo I like is when we all put our hands together and they were all similar, 
with freckles and all.’ (Female, 30 yrs, USA)
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3.4.4  Sharing stories as performance  

Sharing stories is an important practice during the Redhead Days. It seems like 
sharing stories is more important than the official program of the event; the program 
serves as a structure, which allows people to meet and interact. According to the or-
ganiser, during one of the first editions of the event, long queues occurred when the 
professional photo shoots turned out to be very popular. However, the attendees 
did not mind queuing because of the interesting conversations they had with others. 
Queuing enabled face-to-face performances. 

Sharing stories with strangers is enhanced by the fact that many attendees travel to 
the Redhead Days by themselves, because they are the only redhead in their group 
of friends. This large number of solo visitors stimulates external socialization (Nord-
vall et al., 2014) during the event. 

‘Since I travelled there alone and didn’t know anybody there, I had to make 
some friends on my own and I actually met a lot of people … I still am in contact 
with a lot of them.’ (Female, 22 yrs, Germany)

This interaction with strangers is encouraged by the organisers of the event, as 
observed during the participant observation. During the kick-off party, the first ac-
tivity of the event, the organiser told the crowd to ‘raise your hand if you came here 
alone’, making it visible that many people came to the event by themselves. Subse-
quently, people were invited to share their stories with each other, or on stage. 
Similar to what Noy (2004) noted in his study of backpackers, the event participants 
form an ‘ad hoc community of storytellers’ (Noy, 2004, p. 81), sharing parts of their 
life narratives. As Noy (2004, p. 84) describes: ‘it is …the interpersonal communica-
tion of personal narratives that grants the individual self-reflection, on simultane-
ously psychological and social levels’. The informants describe that sharing stories 
makes them feel understood during the event, especially about redhead issues. 
One informant described it as letting go of an emotional barrier:

‘It is very emotional to be amongst all these redheads, especially when you were 
bullied because of it. Your emotional barrier goes, you lose it, you cannot keep 
it up this weekend and then you are also open for these things.’ (Female, 36 yrs, 
The Netherlands)

The sharing of stories usually starts with a general topic like ‘what is it like to be a 
redhead in your country?’. This is interesting to many of the participants, because it 
answers their curiosity about growing up as a redhead, which binds them together. 
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And, as talking about travelling becomes part of the performance, travel distance 
becomes a distinguishing factor.

‘I met lots of South Africans. That was surprising because they came from so far 
away.’ (Female, 40 yrs, Belgium)

‘The lady from Polynesia travelled about 45 hours to come to Breda.’ (Male,  
47 yrs, Germany)

The stories can then evolve into more personal experiences that range from superfi-
cial topics like different types of shampoo to painful memories of bullying and lone-
liness. Even though these topics can be painful, the sharing of these stories gives 
the participants a very positive feeling. As Collins (2004) emphasises, the mutual 
focus of attention can be painful or negative, the interaction ritual can still generate 
emotional energy and solidarity.

3.4.5 Collective performance: ‘A giant orange wave’

The highlight of collective performance is on Sunday, when all attendees gather at 
the marketplace and are addressed by the mayor of Breda and by the organizer of 
the event. The marketplace is filled with people with red hair. After the speeches, 
there is a collective walk to the city park, through the streets of Breda (Figure 3.3). 

In the city park, all redheads gather for a large photo shoot (see Figure 3.4 & 3.5). In 
2013, the Guinness book of records validated the largest gathering of redheads in 
one place, when 1672 redheads were counted during the photo shoot.
The informants describe the collective photo shoot as surreal and spiritual, and they 
were overwhelmed by the effect it had on them.

‘You know I really didn’t know I would have any emotion here, but it’s really 
surreal to be here and be amongst this many real redheads in one place and it’s 
really great.’ (Male, 42 yrs, USA)

‘I’m not a very spiritual person. But I suppose you could say it’s quite spiritual. 
There’s so much sharedness. It was a phenomenal experience.’ (Male, 41 yrs, UK)
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Figure 3.3
Collective walk through the streets

The photo shoot takes about 30 minutes, in which a large crane lifts the photogra-
pher in the air, in order to take the photographs. The photographer gives directions 
to the redheads, for example to wave, and to all turn or point into a certain direction 
(Figures 3.4 & 3.5). These directions lead to movements in the crowd. The partic-
ipants describe these movements as a feeling of dizziness and as becoming one 
body. They feel like vanishing or disappearing into something bigger, a loss of con-
trol, resulting in a sense of unity like one big organism.
 

‘And of course, you are excited, excitement everywhere. Because it is such a  
giant orange wave; a redhead wave… Because you form like one body, so it is re-
ally… just one…and you look at the … the … all the colours, all the different shades. 
And I say in my mind…, yes, we are all the same.’ (Female, 40 yrs, Belgium)

‘It’s head turning. I got dizzy. My head was spinning around in circles. I was just 
amazed.’ (Male, 42, USA)

‘Well, I would almost say “Euphoria” ’ (Female, 48 yrs, The Netherlands)
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Figure 3.4 
Collective photo shoot 

Most informants struggle to find words to describe their feelings during these collec-
tive performances, and they describe them as surreal and spiritual. The descriptions 
of dizziness, while being surrounded by redheads, match what Edensor describes 
as a ‘sensory and physical bombardment’ leading to a destabilisation of perception 
which Caillois (1961, p. 13, as cited in Edensor, 2001) calls ‘vertigo’. This is perceived 
by many informants as the climax of the event, and it is in these descriptions that 
Durkheim’s effervescence, which was originally based on religious experiences, 
becomes evident.
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Vignette

‘In the park there is an area where only redheads are allowed. It is marked in red and 
white tape, and it fills up with redhaired people, there must be around 1500. There is 
also a separate entrance for children under six, that forms a little bridge into the closed 
area. I stand close to the bridge, together with other non-redheads, who are watching 
the photo shoot. There is a large crane which first takes the Dutch minister of Internal 
Affairs up in the air to see the group of redheads from above. He speaks to the group. 
Up in the crane he takes a picture, and he waves to the redheads. They wave back at 
him and cheer. Then the crane goes down again, and some members of the interna-
tional press go up in the crane. At the same time, the organiser of the event, goes up 
in a much larger crane. While he goes up, a girl comes to the microphone and asks the 
crowd to clap… wave… clap… wave… clap… wave, the crowd gets excited, and they clap 
a rhythm while the large crane goes up in the air. When the crane is up, the clapping 
ends in an applause with people cheering.

The organiser is up in the crane with a microphone, and he tells the crowd that there is 
a girl having her 7th birthday today. The little girl is carried into the middle of the crowd. 
The organiser asks five people around the girl to form a circle around her by placing 
their arms on each other’s shoulders. Then they all make circles around the girl. I hear 
the people next to me talk: ‘It is so beautiful to see all these shades of red. It is so 
special; you cannot dye it like that.’ The organiser, up in the crane, asks the people to 
sing a birthday song. The crowd sings. Spontaneously another song is sung. Everybody 
claps and waves. The people from the press crane call out ‘thank you’ followed by 
cheering again. 

Then the organiser comes down and the official photographer of the Redhead Days is 
announced and goes up in the large crane. When she is up, she asks people to stand 
in a circle and move to the middle of the circle. She asks the people in the middle to 
look down and put their hands on each other’s shoulders. She gives directions while 
she takes pictures: ‘everybody look down, look to the ground, point to the middle…’. The 
redheads follow her directions and cheer. When she is finished there is a final applause 
and the crane goes down. That is the end of the photo shoot, and people start to move 
out of the area. From where I stand, I see hundreds of redheads pass as they make 
their way through the park.’

(Fieldnotes, 7 September 2014)

Figure 3.5 
Vignette Redhead Days
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3.4.6 Changing identities: red hair as a collective symbol  
of beauty and pride

According to all informants a positive change occurs during and after the event. This 
change involves the symbolism of red hair which, as a result of the redhead days, 
becomes a collective symbol of beauty and pride. Because the informants identify 
very much with their hair colour, the changed symbolism has a direct impact on their 
emotions and actions. 

Firstly, the narrative of being a redhead becomes more positive and explicitly in-
cludes the beauty of red hair. For many informants, before the event, red hair was 
associated with bullying or being singled out. During and after the event, it becomes 
the symbol of unique beauty. All event practices celebrate the beauty of red hair, 
replacing negative associations around hair colour with positive ones. 

‘You feel better afterwards, because you are seen as unique and not as  
something negative.’ (Female, 20 yrs, The Netherlands)

‘When I came back, I was definitely prouder for being a redhead.’  
(Female, 30 yrs, USA)

Secondly, as a result of the event practices, the redhead narrative now includes 
a collective element of community and shared pride. Whereas before the event, 
many informants saw their hair colour as different and exclusive, often being the 
only redhead in a group, during and after the event, red hair becomes a symbol of 
inclusion into a larger community. This is directly related to identity, which is also 
about belonging and recognising what is different and what is shared with other 
people (Netto, 2008). This feeling of belonging is shared by all the informants. Sev-
eral informants compare it to connecting to long-lost family members. The feeling of 
togetherness and belonging makes the participants act differently during the event, 
often to their own surprise. One of the informants describes how she felt connected 
to one of the other visitors, who had just shared her story on stage during the kick-
off party. 

‘Emotional about being in a hall full of redheads, I had to give her a hug.  
I normally never do that. It is not like me.’ (Female, 36, The Netherlands)
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Another informant describes how he invited another attendee, who he had just 
met, to share his hotel room, an act of solidarity (Collins, 2004).

‘Last time I had a hotel room… and someone did not have accommodation at 
the end of the first night, on the Friday, a guy …, so I said, “it’s okay to come and 
stay with me in the hotel”. So he stayed overnight … I would not normally allow 
anyone to stay in a hotel room, because my … instinct is to be cautious and to 
be defensive in behaviour and I noticed that, and I thought that’s a very unusual 
thing for me to do.’ (Male, 33 yrs, UK)

After the event, many participants stay connected to their newly found community 
by participating in online forums or via social media. In these online groups, some 
openly accessible and some closed, people post photographs of the event and 
attendees remind each other of event practices. In these virtual environments, the 
newly constructed symbolic meaning of red hair is emphasised. 

‘We have a redhead group, a German redhead group on Facebook, we make 
our own Redhead Day in Germany… Last year they met in Hamburg, and 2014 
they met in Cologne, and I have been there too.’ (Male, 47 yrs, Germany)

The change in meaning of ‘being a redhead’ provides people with different narrative 
plots (Elliott, 2005) to act out. As Gergen and Gergen (1988) state, narrative identi-
ties shape action. The narrative re-construction of identities can have a direct impact 
on future actions and behaviour (Bruner, 1987; Gergen & Gergen, 1988; Stevens, 
2012). In this case, this is visible in online and offline activities that are organized 
by the event attendees around the newly shaped narrative about red hair being a 
shared symbol of beauty, pride and solidarity. The participants of the event become 
carriers of this new narrative, keeping it alive by emphasizing red hair as a shared 
symbol of beauty and pride. The sense of community is not limited to the visitors 
of the events, but it extends to other redheads who did not visit the Redhead Days. 
They are informed about the event and invited to take part.

‘And today, every time I see a redhead, everywhere, I go to them and say,  
“You know there is a day for redhead people?”’ (Male, 47 yrs, Germany)
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3.5 
Discussion and conclusion

The purpose of this study was to gain insights into the processes of (collective) 
performance in an event setting. Moreover, the emphasis was on how event prac-
tices and performances support a change in identities. Building on the distinction 
that Nordvall et al. (2014) made between different types of interaction during events, 
known group socialization, external socialization and audience socialization, this 
study shows that these different social contexts evoke different types of perfor-
mances: face-to-face performances with known group members and as well as with 
strangers, and collective performances in a crowd. 

This study shows that collective performance is inherently different from face-to-face 
performance. A helpful concept to illustrate the difference between these types of 
performance is visibility (Simpson & Lewis, 2005). Face-to-face performance makes 
the individual participants visible, as observed in the photographing and story-shar-
ing practices. These practices put the individuals in the spotlight and make them the 
focus of attention (Collins, 2004). Collective performance, on the other hand, has 
the opposite effect: it makes the individual participants invisible. During collective 
performance, the individuals disappear into the crowd, described as vanishing in ‘a 
giant orange wave’ by one of the informants. This leads to an emotional and euphor-
ic experience of oneness, described by Durkheim (1912) as collective effervescence. 
As the individual participants disappear into something bigger, it is the group as a 
whole that becomes very visible and noteworthy for outsiders.  

Participating in the event practices has led to a perceived change in identities of the 
participants in several ways. Many informants describe participating in the Redhead 
Days as a turning point which changed them. Stories of self-change often include 
turning points that are unexpected and that deviate from everyday life (Ronkainen, 
Shuman, Ding, You, & Xu, 2018; Noy, 2004).

Firstly, the reported self-change is a result of a shift in symbolism around red hair 
from something negative into a positive symbol of beauty and pride. Throughout the 
event, the attendees are invited to perform a role that they do not always perform 
in everyday life: they embody and perform the beauty of red hair. Although red hair 
is a bodily character, being a redhead is not a natural identity, it is subjective and 
changeable. The role of the redhead is something people have learned to perform 
and it is constructed in interaction with available and dominant discourses.  
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Performing this role differently, gives people the opportunity to re-define their 
self-narratives and broaden the possible plots (Elliott, 2005) they can act out.

Secondly, during the event, redheads form a majority and therefore, the main iden-
tifier of the attendees, red hair, becomes ‘neutralized’ which allows or even forces 
other aspects of their identities to become more exposed. This caused some anxiety 
for one of the informants before going to the event, but the event manages to form 
a safe space (Richards & Palmer, 2010), allowing the participants to act out different 
parts of their identities in face-to-face performances. This is also enhanced by the 
fact that many participants visit the event alone, so they are away from their daily 
social context, which opens up possibilities for exploring the self without everyday 
expectations and assumptions.

Thirdly, by participating in the event practices, the participants experience a sense 
of belonging, leading to acts of solidarity (Collins, 2004). This sense of oneness is 
experienced to the extreme during the collective photo shoot. Belonging is directly 
linked to identity (Netto, 2008) because it allows people to reflect on what is shared 
and what is different from others. Instead of being a symbol of exclusion, red hair 
becomes an inclusive symbol of social relationship (Durkheim, 1912; Collins, 2004). 
This study aims to open up avenues for further research regarding (collective) per-
formance in leisure spaces. So far, in the literature, the emphasis has been on face-
to-face performance. However, many leisure practices are performed collectively 
or by temporary communities. Including collective performance in the analysis, may 
reveal other aspects of the socially constructed value within these contexts. This 
study has revealed that collective performance involves different social processes 
than face-to-face performance. Moreover, Collins’ (2004) model of interaction ritual 
chains is shown to be a useful perspective for analysing the complex processes that 
lead to identity and community construction in event spaces.

Furthermore, this study involved an event with participants who are usually regard-
ed a minority because of their hair colour. As Simpson and Lewis (2005, p. 1258) 
describe, ‘to be visible and to “stand out in the crowd” is to be seen as different 
and hence to be isolated and marginalized from the dominant group’. This visibility 
is completely altered during the event, when the bodily co-presence of redheads 
can best be described as a temporary majority, for a group that in everyday life is 
regarded as a minority. The participants suddenly get the opportunity to be invisible 
within a crowd, whereas the crowd becomes visible to outsiders. This is compara-
ble to what Johnston and Waitt (2015) describe about gay pride festivals: they are 
expressions of public visibility. The concepts of temporary majorities and visibility 
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(Simpson & Lewis, 2005) are of importance for critical event studies, specifically for 
studying events involving minorities. They trigger practices and performances that 
allow for a positive self-change of the participants. 

For event organisers, the concept of (collective) performance opens up possibilities 
for rethinking the social value of their events. By regarding events as possible stag-
es for performance, not just for the official ‘performers’ but for the event participants 
as a whole, events can become platforms for identity creation as well as community 
construction. Instead of just offering a program which the audience can (passively) 
enjoy, event organisers can shift their role to that of designers of stages on which 
attendee performance can flourish. Collective performance can be facilitated by 
actively including moments in which the temporary majority of event attendees be-
comes noticeable, stimulating collective effervescence (Durkheim, 1912) and empha-
sizing the uniqueness of the group.

Event organisers can stimulate face-to-face performances by actively designing 
events as safe spaces for participants to perform and explore their identities, for 
example by creating opportunities to share stories and facilitate a ‘community of 
storytellers’ (Noy, 2004, p. 81). A specific way of facilitating attendee performance is 
by creating photo opportunities for the participants. Photographing as a social prac-
tice allows for conscious performance, and additionally, it creates tangible proof of 
the performance; after the event, the photographs become a representation of the 
newly established symbols and of the changed self-narratives.

This research was based on a single case, which involves some limitations. The 
results of this study are context-bound by the very specific nature of the redhead 
Days. Therefore, the purpose is not to directly generalize the outcomes to other 
events. Instead, the focus is on theoretical generalisation. The patterns regarding 
collective performance, temporary majorities, visibility and changing identities that 
emerged from this study can be used as a lens for studying other events as well as 
other leisure contexts.
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4.1 
Introduction

Events have often been described as ‘out of the ordinary’ spaces, away from every-
day life (Falassi, 1987; Goldblatt, 2011) ‘in which intense extraordinary experiences 
can be created and shared’ (Morgan, 2008, p.91). The extraordinary dimension of 
events contributes to their social value because they allow people to explore differ-
ent aspects of who they are or can be (Ronström, 2011). However, the extraordinary 
is also socially constructed; it relies on the event participants to perform the prac-
tices through which the extraordinary comes to existence. This paper explores the 
creation of the extraordinary, by focusing on the social practices through which the 
extraordinary is constructed and performed. 

This study presents the case of the fantasy event Elfia in the Netherlands. Elfia 
brings together a wide range of people involved in cosplay and fantasy, under the 
slogan: ‘You will never dream alone’. Elfia is an outdoor fantasy event that takes 
place twice a year in the Netherlands at two different locations: in April in the park 
of Castle De Haar in Haarzuilens and in September in the Castle Gardens in Arcen. 
The first edition of the event took place in 2001 when it was called Elf Fantasy Fair. 
In 2013 the name was changed to (the Kingdom of) Elfia. With the change in name, 
the emphasis was placed on the idea of the mythical kingdom that could be phys-
ically entered, by crossing a border from reality to fantasy (see Figures 4.1, 4.2 & 
4.3). Moreover, the name change intended to include a greater diversity of visitors, 
including families. Elfia now brings together a great diversity of people interested in 
fantasy and cosplay, ranging from Disney to horror, sci-fi, and mythology. 
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Vignette

‘When I arrive at the parking lot of Elfia, I am suddenly surrounded by people in costume. 
Next to their cars, people are changing into costumes, adding accessories and putting 
on makeup, using mirrors in the trunk of their cars. I see people in all kinds of costumes, 
ranging from simple capes to very extravagant dresses. There are Disney characters, 
anime figures, Victorian dresses and steampunk outfits. I see couples and families in 
matching costumes, visitors with dogs in costume and people carrying swords, guns, 
umbrellas and stuffed animals. At the entrance of the castle, there is an old medieval 
looking bridge that gives access to the castle and the castle gardens. We must cross 
this bridge to enter the event. At the sides of the bridge are many people who seem to 
be a local audience, watching the fantasy figures and taking photographs. They do not 
seem to have tickets for the event. The people in costume walk across the bridge and 
some pose to have their picture taken. Music from a Harry Potter movie is playing. After 
crossing the bridge, I have my ticket scanned and I receive a bracelet and a map of the 
‘Kingdom of Elfia’. Then, the first thing I see is a border post, with a guard and a sign 
that reads ‘border to fantasy!’. The border guard says, ‘welcome to the Kingdom of Elfia, 
please enter’. She encourages me to take a big step and I cross the borderline.  
I have entered the Kingdom of Elfia.’ (Field notes, 24 September 2016)

Figure 4.1 
Vignette Elfia

Figure 4.2 Figure 4.3
Border to fantasy Border to reality
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Elfia has become a space for performing the extraordinary, which becomes a reality 
of its own, with its own logic, in which the different characters mingle and interact 
with each other. Studying the social practices of Elfia gives insights into the collec-
tive construction of a temporary out-of-the-ordinary reality. This study fills a gap 
in existing events research, because it challenges the extraordinary as something 
existing in itself, and as a largely unquestioned goal of events. By presenting the 
extraordinary as created and performed by the event participants, it becomes inter-
twined with the everyday life of the participants. Moreover, it challenges and refines 
some of the dominant narratives of events as extraordinary places of freedom and 
escapism. Therefore, the research questions of this paper are (1) Through which 
practices is the mythical world of Elfia created and performed? (2) How does the 
extraordinary of the event spill over into everyday life and vice versa?

4.2 
Literature review

The idea of events being opposed to everyday life is widely reflected in the events 
literature. Events are generally characterized as being ‘out of the ordinary’ (Falas-
si, 1987; Getz, 1989; Goldblatt, 2011; Jago &Shaw, 1998; Morgan, 2008). Because 
events are limited in time and space, they are usually defined as separate from 
everyday life, and therefore characterized as the opposite of everyday life. Getz 
(2008) states that people expect and anticipate that an event will be out of the ordi-
nary. Ronström (2011) describes festivals as a ‘time out’ from ordinary everyday life 
in mainstream society. Seeing events as a time out, or an escape from everyday life 
has the advantage that we can study events as spaces in which new things can be 
tried out (Ronström, 2011) and people can learn and experiment. 

One of the reasons for labeling events as the opposite of everyday life, or out of 
the ordinary (de Geus, Richards, & Toepoel, 2015) is the fact that events have often 
been depicted as ritualistic. Based on the work of van Gennep (1960), and Turner 
(1967; 1979), events are described as liminal spaces, which are situated outside 
ordinary life, and which remove participants from their daily routines. Instead the 
participants enter an in-between state of liminality, exploration, and new possibilities 
(Turner, 1995; Rihova, Buhalis, Moital, & Gouthro, 2015; St John, 2018; Sterchele & 
Saint-Blancat, 2015). As Durkheim’s classic work on rituals describes, bodily co-pres-
ence and interaction of large groups can lead to a collective feeling of togetherness, 
described as collective effervescence. In Durkheim’s (1912) study on religious rituals, 
collective effervescence is created through performing a range of specific practices, 
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designed to fill the practitioners with emotional energy. These rituals maintain a 
distance between the sacred and the profane. Therefore, seeing events as ritualistic 
and adding ritualistic elements to events, gives them an exceptional atmosphere.

Framing events as extraordinary and as an escape from everyday life is also embed-
ded in a tradition of framing tourism practices as out of the ordinary (MacCannell, 
1999; Urry, 1990; Larsen, 2008). However, in tourism studies, this dichotomy has 
been challenged by the ‘performance turn’. Goffman’s (1959) classic work ‘The pres-
entation of the self in everyday life’ forms the basis of the performance turn. Goff-
man uses a dramaturgical approach to describe social processes in everyday life. In 
his performance metaphor, people are always simultaneously actors and audience, 
acting and judging other performances using costumes, props and manner. Goffman 
(1959) makes a distinction between front stage settings, in which people present 
their identities in public and manage impressions and backstage settings, which are 
not part of the public performance and where the performer can relax. Goffman’s 
(1959) performance metaphor has become an established approach for analysing 
tourism practices (MacCannell, 1973,1999; Edensor, 2001; Cohen & Cohen, 2012; 
Larsen & Urry, 2011: Wilson & Moore, 2018). This has changed the way of thinking 
about tourism as being out of the ordinary (Larsen, 2008), because, instead of a way 
to escape everyday life, tourism becomes a way of performing it. 

The performance metaphor has also been used in event studies (Platt, 2011). Events 
have been studied as stages for performing place (Platt, 2011; Giovanardi, Lucarelli, 
& Decosta, 2014) and identities (Jaimangal-Jones, Pritchard, & Morgan, 2015). As 
Goffman argues, performances, although regulated, are not predetermined. People 
alter their performance according to the setting. Especially leisure settings such as 
events allows visitors to be creative and explore different parts of their identities 
(Ronström, 2011; Jaimangal-Jones et al., 2015). Still, the idea of events as out of the 
ordinary and separate from everyday life, remains largely unchallenged. The per-
formance turn argues that instead of taking a break from everyday life, attendees 
use events to perform it. This provides a different perspective in which events are 
no longer seen and studied as isolated from their contexts, opening up avenues for 
exploring the connections and links between the extraordinary of the event and the 
everyday of the participants.

According to Larsen and Urry (2011), there is no performance without doing. They 
characterize tourism as a doing, consisting of embodied practices. One way to ana-
lyze practices is by adopting a practice approach.  Although there is not one stand-
ardized practice approach, but many different approaches, all practice  
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theorists agree on taking the practice as a starting point for analysis. Moreover, they 
deal with the interconnected ‘saying and doings’ (Nicolini, 2012; Lamers, van der 
Duim & Spaargaren, 2017) of a situation. Founded on Giddens’ structuration theo-
ry, practice theory avoids the dualism of structure and agency. It is therefore very 
suitable for bridging domains that are generally dealt with separately (James, Ren, & 
Halkier, 2018), such as, in this case, the domains of the extraordinary and everyday 
life. Practice approaches have not been applied much in tourism and event studies 
until recently, because they have generally been used to analyze routine behavior 
(Bargeman & van der Poel, 2006) and everyday life. However, there is a growing 
interest in analyzing practices in order to capture the blended and hybrid nature of 
many tourism and leisure contexts (James et al., 2018; Simons, 2019).

This study applies an approach that focusses on the different elements that make 
up a practice as well as the connections between different practices. This is helpful 
for analyzing the sayings and doings of the creation and performance of the extraor-
dinary. Therefore, this study follows the practice approach as described by Shove, 
Pantzar, & Watson (2012). In their perspective, practices are built from three intercon-
nected elements: materials, competence and meanings. Shove et al. (2012) describe 
how on the one hand, practices are entities that attract practitioners through their 
meanings, and on the other hand how practices are performed. Practices as entities 
can only exist if they are performed regularly, because through the performance, the 
connections between materials, meanings and competences are made and reaf-
firmed. Although practices can be studied separately, they are linked together (Shove 
et al., 2012; Lamers et al., 2017). The connection between practices can be helpful 
in explaining how the extraordinary is socially constructed through different types of 
practices, and how these practices combine the extraordinary with everyday life.

The case under study in this paper is the fantasy event Elfia. Elfia involves cosplay, 
as the performing of a fantasy character is called. Cosplay is a combination of the 
words ‘costume’ and ‘play’ (Lamerichs, 2011; Crawford & Hancock, 2019). Cosplay 
is generally framed as the opposite of everyday life and as an escape from the 
mundane, as participants ‘can momentarily leave behind their stresses, burdens, 
anxieties, boredom, and the disappointments of everyday life and enter into a 
fantasy environment.’ (Rahman, Wing-sun, & Cheung, 2012, p. 333) This frames the 
practitioners of these practices as having a very disappointing daily life. Moreover, 
the dichotomy of events versus everyday life is taken to an extreme. It suggests 
that people are temporarily taking on a different role, and then return to their ‘real’ 
everyday identity. Although this is too simplistic, the fact that people are performing 
or imitating (Gn, 2011) a different role is key to cosplay.
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Goffman’s performance metaphor is very applicable to cosplay, and it has been 
used by several scholars, such as Rahman et al. (2012), Peirson-Smith (2013) and 
Crawford & Hancock (2019). When applying the performance metaphor to cosplay, 
it would be too simple to portray cosplay as a front stage activity that temporarily 
replaces the real identity behind it. Instead, the performance metaphor can show us 
that cosplay is a front stage activity that is part of the real identity of the participants 
(Crawford & Hancock, 2019).

Instead of escaping or taking a break from daily life, cosplay can be seen as a play-
ful performance of identity and the seeking of new stages to perform one’s identity. 
This also explains why cosplayers often perform a range of different roles; they 
use cosplay as a setting to explore and develop aspects of their identities (Craw-
ford & Hancock, 2019). Crawford and Hancock (2019) use Goffman’s terms of ‘role 
embracement’ and ‘role distance’ to explain how cosplay allows the participants 
to distance themselves from certain roles they have in society. This should not be 
confused with escapism, because it is not a denial of existing identities, but a part of 
identity construction.

Another implication of nuancing the escapism motive for cosplay, is the intertwine-
ment of cosplay with the everyday life of the participants. As Lamerichs (2011) also 
states in her ethnographic study about cosplay as a subculture, cosplay is connect-
ed to other (fan) practices, which are situated in everyday life.  Moreover, Crawford 
and Hancock (2019) argue that cosplay should be seen and situated in the everyday 
online and offline lives of the participants, and not just as an activity that takes place 
during events. The event can then be seen as a ‘home’ (Lamerichs, 2014) for many 
cosplayers, which puts the focus back on the significance of place, but the choice of 
the word ‘home’, is also very much part of everyday life discourse. 

As Shove et al. (2012) indicate, practices are related, either in tight bundles or in 
looser connections. The practices that create the extraordinary are situated at the 
event and outside the event, offline and online (Simons, 2019). A detailed analysis of 
these practices will provide a different perspective on the idea of events as extraor-
dinary, nuancing the escapism label, and opening up avenues for defining the social 
value of events as part of the everyday life of the attendees.

In conclusion, labelling events in general as being out of the ordinary, is a limited ap-
proach. There is an increasing awareness in tourism and leisure studies that every-
day life and the extraordinary are interwoven via practices. This insight has not yet 
been extended to the study of events, which are usually defined as being situated in 
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the extraordinary realm. By studying the practices through which the extraordinary is 
created and performed, insights can be gained into the extraordinary dimension of 
events and how this is interwoven with everyday life. This will increase our under-
standing of the social value of events.

4.3 
Methods

This paper presents the case of Elfia as an information rich case regarding the 
performance of the extraordinary. Elfia is the largest fantasy event in Europe and it 
draws an international audience. Using ethnographic methods, the social practices 
during and around the event were studied. 

Participant observation took place during the 2016, 2017 and 2018 editions of the 
event (6 editions in total). The researcher participated in the event for the full two 
days. The first day, the researcher participated individually, in a modest costume 
which allowed blending in without drawing to much attention. By observing, par-
ticipating and having informal conversations, the data were gathered resulting in a 
condensed account. After the event, an extended account was written including a 
thick description of the event practices and a photographic record. Every second 
day of the event, the researcher participated in a different group setting, either in 
a duo, in a small group, or with a family. This led to taking different routes through 
the event and to participating in different activities and interactions, adding to the 
richness of observations and the fieldnotes. The precise focus of the observations 
changed over time. The first observations were very open, as a first-time visitor of 
the event. This gradually changed into a more specific focus on the meanings, mate-
rials and competences (Shove et al., 2012) of the practices and the way the different 
practices were performed. To increase the trustworthiness of the observations, a 
team of research assistance were involved, who used an observation scheme based 
on Spradley’s (1980) dimensions of social situations. The fieldnotes by the research 
assistants were not used in the final analysis, but they were used to ensure the cred-
ibility of the data.

Twenty interviews were conducted with informants who were purposefully selected 
(Patton, 2002) based on their different positions within the event practices. The in-
formants varied in age, event related experience, and the characters they embodied 
during the event. Most informants were interviewed face-to-face in their homes or in 
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a neutral place like a coffee bar. Two interviews took place via Skype. The interviews 
took 1 – 2.5 hours and they included topics about practices related to the event, the 
meanings of the event, their performance and interactions during the event, implicit 
and explicit rules, and more items. Some informants used photographs to illustrate 
the information they shared, others showed their costumes and creative workplaces. 
All informants gave consent to use the interview data anonymously. If the anonymity 
could not be guaranteed, the informants were contacted for approval.

The data were analyzed using the qualitative data analysis program MAXQDA. A 
first layer of coding was based on the elements of practices (Shove et al., 2012), a 
second and third layer of coding emerged from the data and involved themes like 
escapism, status and creativity.

4.4 
Findings and discussion

4.4.1  A mythical world

Elfia takes place in the gardens of a castle. During the event, the castle grounds 
are called ‘Kingdom of Elfia’. Most informants also describe Elfia as a mythical world 
that they can physically enter. Some of the informants also refer to the event as a 
kingdom, with ‘inhabitants’ instead of visitors. The idea of an extraordinary world 
is underlined by creating a physical border that the attendees must cross in order 
to enter the Kingdom of Elfia. This border symbolizes the distinction between the 
extraordinary of the event and the reality of everyday life (see Figure 4.4). Addition-
ally, the participants obtain an Elfia passport, which they can have stamped with a 
different stamp for every edition.  

As described by the informants, Elfia is a mythical Kingdom that appears twice a 
year for a few days. However, this mythical kingdom is highly dependent on the per-
formances of the participants. To become part of this mythical world, the participants 
must engage in several practices, that take place outside the setting of the event, in 
their everyday lives. 
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Figure 4.4
Entrance of Elfia

4.4.2  Creating the character: ‘blood, sweat and fire burns’

Firstly, in order to become a part of the mythical kingdom of Elfia, the participants 
need a costume. Most informants make their own costumes. Creating a costume 
generally takes place in people’s homes (see Figure 4.5) and it takes much time and 
effort. This practice can start half a year before the event. It involves choosing fabric, 
trying different techniques, watching YouTube clips, asking tips online, and so on. 
‘Well, when you want to make a costume, and you need ideas, well, then you need 
to start at least half a year before’. (informant 2)

The informants put much time and effort into making a costume, and these activities 
can also have consequences for everyday life, as described by one of the inform-
ants who needed to replace her dining table. 

‘I bought this table for our room to work. The other table was too small for the 
fabric’. (informant 2). Furthermore, the making of the costumes requires certain 
competences that the participants do not always possess. 
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‘I had to learn four new skills, middle ages chainmail and scale mail, sewing and 
working with thermo plastic ...really … there are about 700 hours of work in this 
costume, I think.’ (informant 1)

‘People made these costumes really with blood sweat and burns. Especially fire 
burns, from the glue and the thermo plastic.’ (informant 1)

 

Figure 4.5
Workspace for creating the costumes

The costumes are not just perceived as costumes, but they allow the participants to 
transform into a different fantasy person or mythical character. This is illustrated by 
the way the informants talk about their costumes: ‘I have two characters. One is a 
small white dragon, and she is just childish, yes, a toddler, just doing her thing. The 
other one can be a bit grumpy, but she is also really tough.’ (informant 7)
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This also explains why even when participants buy rather than make their own cos-
tumes, they can still be very busy preparing for their performance at the event. They 
are studying how to perform their character.

‘I also go to Disneyland Paris a lot … there I meet the characters … I learn from 
them, I watch how they do it, and what shoes they wear in Disney.’ (informant 15)

The creation of a character can be seen as a backstage practice, which takes place 
in people’s own homes. It shows how meanings, materials and competences (Shove 
et al., 2012) are combined. The costume is created in such a way that it fits the myth-
ical meanings of Elfia, which makes the participant an inhabitant of this kingdom and 
at the same time co-creator of the meanings of the event. The competences needed 
to create a costume are also obtained in the participant’s everyday life. 

Once the costume is created, the participants need to become the character. The 
informants describe how, on the day of the event, changing into character starts  
at home, early in the morning. This process can take a while and it requires help, 
making it a (backstage) social practice in itself:

‘Last time, we were here at eight in the morning. Then you start with the make-
up, the hair, the curls of course. That takes about an hour or two before all that is 
finished.’ (informant 4)

After changing into the character, the participants are ready to become an inhabitant 
of Elfia. However, for a while, they are still at home, or travelling to the event, so they 
are an extraordinary character in everyday life. This is an in-between phase, in which 
the ordinary and the extraordinary are mixed instead of neatly separated. Travelling 
to the event in character can lead to a mismatch in meanings, as described by one 
of the informants: 

‘Last year, I wore this renaissance-like dress. And that was a challenge, because 
of course, the skirt was really long. And then I laid down in the train. So, I had 
quite an audience, haha’. (informant 12)

Another mismatch of meanings involves the weapons that some of the characters 
carry, which make sense in the context of the event, but which are not allowed 
on the streets outside the event. The conflicting meanings of the practice and the 
everyday world can cause difficulties and it requires specific legal knowledge from 
the participants who want to travel with a sword to the event. ‘You can have a sword 
at home, according to the (Dutch) arms law. You just cannot carry it on the street ... 
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and it should not be within easy reach, and by that they mean three ways of  
securing it. Three actions before you can use it. I have a roof box, two separate 
keys and a box, those are three ways of securing it.’ (informant 11)

Not all participants travel to the event fully dressed in their costumes. Many visitors 
prepare their transformation into character at home and finish it in the parking lot 
of the event. As a result, the parking lot functions as a large backstage area of the 
event (see Figure 4.6), where people arrive in different stages of customization, and 
fully transform into the character they will embody that day. ‘We always get up early, 
to do the make-up at home. Then the dress goes in the trunk, together with the rest. 
When we arrive at the parking lot, we start to dress up and change, and then we 
enter’. (informant 10)
 

Figure 4.6
The parking lot serves as a backstage area
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Although the participants have changed into character at home or at the parking lot, 
the real performance only starts after entering the event by literally crossing the bor-
der to the Kingdom of Elfia. The purpose of the border is clear to the informants, this 
is where the extraordinary starts, this is where you have changed into an inhabitant 
of the Kingdom of Elfia. ‘And at that moment, the moment you cross the border … the 
moment your ticket is scanned, you walk in there, well, and then you just go. Then 
you just go! (informant 4)

4.4.3  Performing in character: how ordinary practices  
become extraordinary

After crossing the ‘border to fantasy’, the participants actively start performing in 
character and co-creating the extraordinary. This is the moment when the characters 
come alive and when the costumes are shown. Some informants put more emphasis 
on the costumes in the way they describe the event, using words like ‘exhibition’. 
Others put more emphasis on the performance and use the word ‘theater’ to explain 
what they are doing. Both words emphasize the front stage character of the prac-
tice. 

By crossing the border into Elfia, participants enter a place outside their everyday 
life. Instead of calling it an event, many informants also refer to Elfia as a place. 
Some informants literally emphasize the ‘break from everyday life’ very much in line 
with how Ronström (2011) describes events as a time out. Others underline the free-
dom they experience at this place. 

‘I think it is for everyone who enjoys taking a break from normal life, so to say, 
and step into another place, where everything is a bit different, and where you 
can feel a bit different too.’ (informant 10)

‘Where you have the freedom to be who you want to be.’ (informant 1)

When asked to describe what they do after entering the Kingdom of Elfia, the in-
formants describe many of the event practices as similar to everyday life, instead of 
extraordinary, such as walking around, greeting people, chatting, buying something 
at the market, eating and drinking. But because these ordinary activities become 
part of the performance in character, a new meaning is attached to them and they 
become extraordinary (see Figure 4.7). The informants describe how wearing the 
costume and role-playing makes them feel and act differently when engaging in 
‘ordinary’ practices. 
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‘You start to behave differently, in the sense that you walk straighter, more 
majestic, and when people pass, a lady or a gentleman, you take your hat off.’ 
(informant 3)

‘As soon as you put on a mask, you can do things, like tap someone on the 
shoulder, or something. But when you do that in real life, it is just annoying, but 
when they see a fluffy cartoon character approach them, it is just funny and 
nice.’ (informant 7)

‘When I wear the costume and I put on my helmet, no one can see me, but I can 
see everyone, that is the funniest thing. I don’t know, I feel quite invincible like 
that.’ (informant 17)

 

Figure 4.7
Performing in character
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Performing in character is not always an easy task. Some of the costumes can be 
very heavy and warm, and the performance can be physically demanding. There-
fore, the practitioners develop strategies such as wearing the costumes for half a 
day or wearing different costumes during the two days of the event.

‘We usually alternate. Mostly, in the mornings we go in regular clothes. Then we 
look at the stalls and we walk around and have lunch. And when it gets busy, 
in the afternoon, then we decide to change into our costumes. Sometimes we 
walk around in costume for five hours, sometimes two… they are extremely hot!’ 
(informant 18)

There are some unspoken rules about how to perform in character. Some informants 
indicate that they try to stay in their role at all costs.

‘You do not take off your mask…that is called “ruining the magic” … When I eat,  
I go and sit somewhere in the back …not within sight …then I eat and relax and a 
bit later I walk around again.’ (informant 7)

Others indicate that the character dictates what is allowed. Some characters can 
take off their helmet and others can’t. 

‘It depends on the costume, I guess … Stormtroopers never take off their hel-
mets… they are all clones so if everyone would take off their helmets it would 
look a bit strange …but because I am a fantasy character, I can take off my  
helmet. Children really like that, and if they are not super wild, I let them wear  
my helmet.’ (informant 17)

Although the event is described as a place of freedom, these descriptions show 
that the performances are surrounded by shared codes and expectations. This is 
also how Crawford and Hancock (2019) describe cosplay. Even though people can 
deviate somewhat from the social conventions, they stay within the boundaries of 
their expected roles. 

What is expected of the role, depends on the costume. The more impressive the 
costume, the more the participant becomes the focus of attention during the event. 
‘If you have a really large costume, then people want a lot from you. They want to 
take a picture with you, they want to take pictures of you, and then you have to,  
you have to participate really actively.’ (informant 6)
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4.4.4  Photographing: a social practice and a means  
for online performance

At Elfia there are many professional and amateur photographers taking pictures of 
the participants in costumes (see Figure 4.8). Photographing can be seen as a social 
practice that evokes active performances (Larsen, 2005; Noy 2014; Scarles, 2012). 
The more impressive the costume, the more the character is photographed. ‘I really 
love it. Because I love, well, the attention, that sounds a bit strange, but, haha, I like 
it that they really want to photograph you, while normally you do not find yourself 
that pretty. Whereas there, they really want pictures of you… that feels very cool,  
I think.’ (informant 10) 

 

Figure 4.8
Photographing as a social practice

Photographing as a practice involves some unspoken rules. The informants make a 
distinction between photographers who act according to the unwritten rules, treat-
ing the models respectfully and those who do not. It is considered respectful to ask 
if you can take a picture, and to give your business card to the model. Moreover, the 
photographers should provide the models with the photographs for free, and they 
should not take pictures of anyone who is eating or taking a break. When a partici-
pant is posing for the camera, many other photographers take pictures as well. This 
is allowed, especially when the models receive the contact details afterwards. 
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‘A photographer … taught me the rule that when you are doing a photoshoot 
with someone, you have to give that person your attention. There are always 
other people taking photographs as well, but when they want to give you  
directions, you ignore them.’ (informant 1) 

But there are also photographers who secretly take photographs without asking and 
then walk away. This is not appreciated at all and the informants refer to them as 
snipers. 

‘We put a lot of time in it, and you just click and you are gone.’ (informant 11)

‘We never really get what motivates the snipers.’ (informant 13)

Photographing has a double function. Besides being a social practice during the 
event, evoking performances and interactions, the photographs form a link between 
the kingdom of Elfia as a place, and the continued embodiment of the characters 
after the event. After crossing the border back to reality (see figure 4.3), many 
informants keep embodying their characters via online interaction, sometimes on a 
daily basis. These are online frontstage practices, for which the photographs taken 
at Elfia are used.

‘Cosplayers are people who need photographers; we need them for our  
Facebook or Instagram with cosplay-related things.’ (informant 13)

 ‘I place pictures of photoshoots online, of events, progress pictures of the things 
that I am making, mostly those things. I interact with people who do the same. 
You exchange advice, and eventually you get to know each other at an event.’ 
(informant 1)

Although the character becomes part of the informants’ everyday lives, most people 
keep the fantasy part of their lives separate from the ‘real world’. This has to do with 
practical considerations and the anticipated judgement of others. ‘There are for 
example teachers who do not want their pupils to know that they are doing  
photoshoots in a certain type of costume.’ (informant 14)

‘When I apply for a job, I do not want people to google me and find me in all 
these costumes.’ (informant 1) 
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Despite this, the constant performance of the character, makes it become a part of 
the performer. 

‘I first thought for a while, there is (real name) and there is Medusa, and you have 
to keep them tightly separated, but this is becoming more and more difficult.’ 
(informant 1)

All in all, the extraordinary reality of Elfia is constructed through a variety of prac-
tices. The practices during the event, such as performing in character and photo-
graphing, are supported and enabled by the practices around the event, such as the 
making of the costume and online creative practices. In other words, the practices at 
the event are connected in bundles and complexes (Shove et al., 2012) with practic-
es before and after the event. 
]
Although it is tempting to define the event as a front stage, and everyday life as 
backstage, the data show a more diffuse picture. There are also backstage practices 
during the event, such as eating something without wearing a mask and there are 
front stage practices in everyday life, such as participating in online groups. In order 
to create the extraordinary, front stage and backstage practices are inseparable 
(Table 4.1). 

 
 Front stage practices Backstage practices

Before and after the event Online practices in character  Preparing the costume
 e.g. participating in online  Buying accessories 
 communities  Acquire competences

During the event Performing in character Transforming into the 
 e.g. photographing,  character
 chatting, walking around Eating and drinking
  without a mask

Table 4.1
Front stage and backstage practices of Elfia
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4.5 
Conclusion

Events are generally defined as extraordinary and opposite of everyday life (Falassi, 
1987; Goldblatt, 2011). The performance turn has challenged this idea. By analyzing 
the practices that create the extraordinary, a more diffuse picture emerges. A first 
conclusion is that not just event scholars and event organizers generally present 
events as opposite to everyday life. Elfia is also described like this by the informants. 
In the interviews, they present Elfia as a break from everyday life, very much in line 
with how Ronström (2011) describes events. Furthermore, they embrace the ‘border 
to fantasy’ that marks the entrance to the mythical ‘Kingdom of Elfia’, of which they 
can be inhabitants twice a year. It looks like the participants, who actively perform 
the border to fantasy, want to keep a clear line between the extraordinary setting 
of the event and their everyday lives. The distinction between the extraordinary 
and the everyday has a function for the participants, because it indicates the liminal 
space of the event, although they do not present this as an escape from, but as an 
addition to their lives. 

However, when studying the sayings and especially the doings of the practices that 
construct the extraordinary, it becomes clear that the participants do not complete-
ly leave reality behind when they cross the border to fantasy. Similarly, when they 
cross the border back to reality, they do not leave fantasy behind, but they take it 
with them into their everyday lives.

By studying the practices of Elfia, it becomes clear that everyday life spills over into 
the extraordinary of the event. The social reality of the kingdom of Elfia is very sim-
ilar to everyday life. The participants take their social expectations with them when 
they perform the extraordinary during the event and they act according to them. 
Additional unspoken rules develop within the practices, as can be observed in the 
interactions between the photographers and the models. Instead of being the op-
posite of everyday life, the event is a temporary re-arrangement of social order and 
status. The participants can influence their position and status in the event practices 
by acquiring a spectacular costume. The costume enables them to take part in the 
event practices and it makes them the focus of attention. The temporary positions at 
Elfia can differ significantly from the positions and status that people have in every-
day life, and this is where the escapist possibilities lie. 
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Likewise, the extraordinary spills over in everyday life. The fantasy and mythical 
aspects are not left behind when people cross the ‘border to reality’. Participation in 
the event requires preparation, so the participants need to engage in other practic-
es that are situated in everyday life, such as the making of the costume (materials), 
for which they have to learn new skills (competences), which can be a struggle as 
one of the informants describes how she suffered burns from melting plastic. Some 
informants have separate rooms in their houses dedicated to these practices. An-
other informant bought a bigger dining table so she could use it for making cos-
tumes. A second way in which the extraordinary intertwines with everyday life is via 
the online interactions of the informants. The fantasy character is not only embodied 
during the event but also online, sometimes daily, adding a mythical and extraordi-
nary dimension to the lives of the informants.

In conclusion, the idea of events as the opposite of everyday life is too simplistic. 
This study demonstrates how the extraordinary is intertwined with the everyday. Al-
though this research is based on one specific case, the value of this study lies in the 
notion that events are far more than an escape from everyday life. This notion is also 
transferrable to different types of events. Recognizing the spill over of the extraor-
dinary into the everyday lives of the participants and vice versa is an important start 
for a deeper understanding of how events form an integral part of people’s lives.
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5.1 
Introduction

Events have traditionally played a role in creating group solidarity and sense of to-
getherness (Getz, 2008; Finkel, 2010). Whereas originally, these event impacts were 
place-bound, in the contemporary network society (Castells, 2010), events have be-
come nodes in complex, location-independent social networks (Richards, 2015). This 
paper aims to analyse the processes that lead to the creation and maintenance of 
hybrid event communities: communities of which the network infrastructure includes 
both a physical (event) environment and a virtual (online) component (Sechi, Skilters, 
Borri, & De Lucia, 2012).

Events create the space for interaction, but community is also shaped through the 
practices that take place within this space. By analyzing both the online and the of-
fline event practices and the relationships between them, we can understand more 
about the way event communities are developed, maintained or abandoned. Events 
tend to be studied as isolated moments in time. Existing studies regarding event 
practices have focussed on social interaction during events, identifying different 
types of social practices (Rihova, Buhalis, Moital, & Gouthro, 2015; Quinn & Wilks, 
2013; Nordvall, Pettersson, Svensson, & Brown, 2014; Rihova, Buhalis, Gouthro, & 
Moital, 2018). However, there is a lack of linkage between events and their anteced-
ents and consequences, such as prior and subsequent interaction between partic-
ipants, of which online interaction is an important aspect. Studies that take online 
interaction around events into account, usually focus on online practices that are 
initiated by event organisers (Calvo & San Salvatore del Valle, 2014; Holt, 2015; Flinn 
& Frew, 2014). However, in order to gain insights into the formation of hybrid event 
communities, the visitor interactions that are outside the scope of event organisers 
should be included as well. 

The purpose of this study is to add to our understanding of the ways people use 
their leisure time to form new communities through combinations of offline and 
online practices. Within hybrid communities, ‘physical (offline) and digital (online) 
relationships generate a complementary structure where online links often support 
offline relationships and vice versa’ (Sechi et al., 2012, p. 2). Therefore, the objec-
tives of this paper are (1) to identify processes of offline (event-based) and online 
interactions, (2) to explore the ways in which these processes contribute to the 
construction of hybrid event communities and (3) to identify different types of event 
communities.
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5.2 
Literature review

5.2.1  Events as Interaction Ritual Chains

In order to study the complementary character of online and offline interactions 
around events, an important part of the theoretical framework is based on the the-
ory of interaction ritual chains (Collins, 2004). This theory explains how the shared 
event experience, in the form of interaction rituals, is linked to interactions before 
and after the event in a chain of rituals (see Figure 5.1). Through these ritual prac-
tices, community is performed, making the event a central node in a more complex 
structure of offline and online interaction.

The sociology of rituals is very applicable to events because it deals with group 
assemblies, gatherings and crowds, who share a focused attention and emotional 
state, thereby collectively producing a temporary reality (Durkheim, 1912; Kjølsrød, 
2013). During an event people come together in a defined space for a certain period 
of time. The co-presence of bodies (Getz, 1989; Jago & Shaw, 1998; Morgan, 2008; 
Richards & Palmer, 2010; de Geus, Richards, & Toepoel, 2016) leads to interactions 
that carry ritualistic elements. Another reason to view events as rituals is the ‘out of 
the ordinary’ character of events (Falassi, 1987; Goldblatt, 2011). Morgan (2008, p.91) 
describes festivals as ‘a space and time away from everyday life in which intense ex-
traordinary experiences can be created and shared’. These out-of-the-ordinary expe-
riences involve a strong, although temporary, sense of togetherness and one-ness 
amongst the participants, which many authors have labelled ritualistic. They refer 
to Turner’s concepts of liminality (van Gennep, 1960; Turner, 1967, 1979); an in-be-
tween state of possibilities and exploration, and communitas (Turner, 1995; Jaiman-
gal-Jones, Pritchard, & Morgan, 2010; Rihova et al., 2015; St John, 2018; Sterchele & 
Saint-Blancat, 2015); a community of likeminded comrades. 

In their study of the anti-racist world cup, Sterchele and Saint-Blancat (2015) examine 
how a state of liminality can be created and prolonged. They argue that a multifocal 
and polycentric event enhances the state of liminality and communitas. But they also 
observe difficulties in preserving liminality, which seems to be a temporary state, lead-
ing to temporary communities. A temporary sense of community resulting from ritualistic 
elements during an event can be a goal in itself for many events as it strikes a balance 
between sense of belonging and perceived freedom. However, for this study, it is par-
ticularly interesting how ritual outcomes, such as a strong sense of togetherness, are 



EVENTS AND ONLINE INTERACTION: THE CONSTRUCTION OF HYBRID EVENT COMMUNITIES
CHAPTER 5

136

maintained over time. The processes in which ritualistic event practices are combined 
with other practices before and after the event can explain how events can play a role 
in the emergence of new informal self-organising networks. 
 
In order to study the lasting effects of the performance of rituals during events, 
Collins’ (2004) framework, describing a chain of rituals that follow from each other 
and build on each other, is suitable. Collins (2004) states that the emotional energy 
obtained from a successful ritual stimulates participants to seek similar experiences, 
which leads to the creation of ‘interaction ritual chains’. The chain of rituals can move 
outside the original event context, carrying the symbols of the event over time.

Collins’ theory of interaction ritual chains (2004) builds on the work of Durkheim 
(1858-1917). By interpreting Durkheim’s work through the eyes of Goffman’s micro 
sociology, Collins designed a model, which can be applied to specific (event) prac-
tices, while at the same time focusing on the structural outcomes of these practices. 
Collins distinguishes a number of ritual Ingredients: bodily co-presence, barriers to 
outsiders, mutual focus of attention and shared mood, which have to be present in 
order to create a successful interaction ritual. The ritual ingredients create a state of 
‘collective effervescence’, which has a similarity to Turner’s liminality. The rhythmic 
entrainment during this state causes people to feel a sense of oneness. As a result 
of a successful interaction ritual, Collins describes ritual outcomes: group solidarity, 
emotional energy, symbols of social relationship and standards of morality. These 
ritual outcomes form a combination of individual and communal benefits. 

 

Figure 5.1
The interaction ritual (Collins, 2004, p. 48)
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The framework of interaction ritual chains has been applied to events before. Rich-
ards (2014) examined the implications of Collins’ ritual approach in two events, Hier-
onymus Bosch 500 in the Netherlands and Festes de Gràcia in Barcelona, Spain. He 
concluded that Collins’ model makes it clear that ‘there is an important link between 
events over time: each successive event or ritual has an important effect on what 
follows’ (Richards, 2014, p. 23). He argues that the implications of rituals during 
events can range from the simple production of emotional energy to harnessing that 
that energy to bring about change.

Collins’ chain of rituals explains how the ritual outcomes are maintained over time 
and how the symbols of a successful ritual are circulated and internalised. Howev-
er, since Collins developed his framework in the pre-internet era, he did not take 
account of how interaction rituals can be sustained through virtual contact, but he 
assumes the need for physical co-presence. These days, people’s lives have become 
interconnected with digital activities (Silk, Millington, Rich, & Bush, 2016) and ‘offline 
and online social life … have blended into one world: the world of real life, as people 
live it’ (Kozinets, 2010, p. 2). Although there is a growing body of literature on virtu-
al communities and virtual publics in leisure studies (Torres, 2017; Silk et al., 2016; 
McGillivray, 2014), the complementary relationship between online and offline worlds 
is much less researched. In order to explain the way event communities are devel-
oped, shaped and reshaped, it is crucial to study if and how the interaction ritual 
chain (Collins, 2004) can shift from bodily co-presence to virtual co-presence and 
vice versa. For this purpose, the online and offline practices through which the inter-
action rituals are performed, before, during and after an event, should be studied.

5.2.2  Event practices

Practices carry the dominant meanings of a community (Panelli & Welch, 2005). As 
Liepins (2000, p. 31) states: ‘Practices enable us to investigate the dynamic nature 
of “community” as a set of processes which are “performed” and contested’. By 
placing the practices at the heart of the analysis (Shove, Pantzar, & Watson, 2012; 
Simons, 2017) and by focusing on the sayings and doings of a practice (Shove et al., 
2012; Lamers, van der Duim, & Spaargaren, 2017), the actual shaping and reshaping 
of a community can be studied.

According to Shove et al. (2012) practices consist of three elements: materials,  
competences and meanings. They state that practices ‘emerge, persist, shift  
and disappear as links between their defining elements are made and broken’  
(Shove et al., 2012, p. 21). This leads to a recursive relationship between  
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practices-as-performance and practice-as-entity. Moreover, Shove et al. (2012) 
explain how connections between practices form bundles and complexes, which 
are either loosely connected or tightly bound. The concept of practices and the 
connections between practices are helpful in explaining the chain of practices and 
rituals around an event, through which an event community is socially constructed. 
Practices can take place in an online and an offline context, and the bundles and 
complexes of practices (Shove et al., 2012) can consist of a combination of offline 
and online practices.

Offline event practices are the subject of a study by Rihova et al. (2015), in which 
three different types of practices are distinguished. Firstly, they define bonding 
practices, which are characterized by socializing with significant others. Bonding 
practices are performed in order to catch up with each other and share experienc-
es. Secondly, Rihova et al. (2015) distinguish communing practices, which refer to 
Turner’s (1995) communitas. These practices occur when event attendees find them-
selves removed from their daily routines and ordinary lives. Within this state of limi-
nality, strong, but temporary social links are made with strangers. The third category 
are belonging practices, which Rihova et al. (2015) link to what Maffesoli (1996) calls 
‘neo tribes’; emotional communities of interests around particular themes. Belonging 
practices can result in attendees experiencing a sense of kinship and belonging that 
goes beyond the scope of the event, resulting into a long-term commitment to the 
community and potentially to the event. In a later refinement of this study, Rihova et 
al. (2018) show how diverse these event practices are, and how they lead to consum-
er-to-consumer value creation during the event. 

Online event practices occur at all stages of the event journey (Geurtsen, 2014; de 
Geus et al., 2016), ranging from a controlled interaction by event organisers and 
marketers, to practices that are completely outside the scope of the event organ-
isers. Many event organisers recognize the online possibilities and they attempt 
to increase the event experience via online practices. Event design is influenced 
by digital technology, social media channels and mobile applications (Calvo & San 
Salvatore del Valle, 2014; McGillivray, 2014; Flinn & Frew, 2014; Holt, 2015). Although 
the main motivations of these online practices are economic, they do have anoth-
er, more cultural, effect: they create expectations, desired behaviours and ways of 
imagining the festival world (Holt, 2015). Nevertheless, the majority of online practic-
es around events is outside the control of the event organisers (Wilks, 2012). These 
include, for example, interactions between event attendees who have met during an 
event and who prolong their friendship online and the photographs of the event that 
are shared and commented on, sometimes visible, for example on the Facebook 
page of the event, and sometimes hidden in closed virtual communities.  
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5.2.3  Event communities

Through offline and online practices during and around an event, communities are 
shaped, performed and maintained. The term ‘community’ is complex, and has dif-
ferent meanings attached to it (Laing & Mair, 2015; Simons & de Groot, 2015). Orig-
inally, the term community referred to relatively stable, geographical, place-based 
communities. Since Tonnies (1955; 1974) defined community in terms of Gemein-
schaft, the concept of community has been expanded. 

Firstly, communities are not necessarily place-based (Hall & Richards, 2000). Gard-
ner (2004) and Chayko (2007) describe portable communities, consisting of like-
minded people who create their own spaces, which are not geographically rooted. 
Similarly, Liepins (2000) describes communities of interest. This transition in the un-
derstanding of the term community can be seen as a shift from communities that are 
more localized to communities that are centered more around the individual (Well-
man, 2001; Gössling, Cohen, & Hibbert, 2016). In the case of event communities, part 
of the practices through which community is performed are place-based, during the 
event, but the community is maintained place independently, resulting in what Sechi 
et al. (2012) call a hybrid community.

Secondly, instead of regarding communities as static and homogeneous social cat-
egories, a more dynamic and diverse notion of community developed. Communities 
can consist of members who differ in values, interests and power, while performing 
similar acts of community. This contradiction leads to the idea of community in differ-
ence (Young, 1990; Panelli & Welch, 2005). Event practices through which communi-
ty is performed, are also carried by people with different degrees of experience and 
commitment. This is also supported by studies by Quinn and Wilks (2013) who model 
the festival landscape into different zones and identify the festival actors within 
these zones. Collins (2004) describes these differences in terms of centrality in the 
ritual.

Taking these notions of community into consideration, a hybrid event community 
can be defined as: a diverse and dynamic community around shared meanings 
and symbols consisting of a complementary structure of event practices and online 
practices. The event is the space in which the community physically comes together, 
performing interaction rituals that enhance further online social interaction. Event 
practices support online practices and vice versa, resulting in a lasting construction 
of perceived togetherness.
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In order to gain a deeper understanding of the construction of hybrid event com-
munities, more insight is needed into the processes whereby online and offline 
rituals are combined to create lasting event communities. This leads to the follow-
ing research questions: (1) What type of online practices can be identified before, 
during and after the event? (2) How do online and offline event practices and rituals 
influence and shape each other? (3) How do combinations and chains of online and 
offline practices contribute to the creation and maintenance of hybrid event commu-
nities?

5.3
Methods

This study adopts a case study approach. Three cases were purposefully selected 
as events that offer opportunities for participants to perform community. The select-
ed events are located in the Netherlands, but they attract an international audience. 
The international audience of the events makes it more likely that a place-independ-
ent community will form. All three events are highly recognised in their fields, which 
makes them credible nodes in a network around the topics of interest. The ritual 
ingredients defined by Collins (2004) are observable within the cases (e.g. a clear 
focus of attention and clear barriers to outsiders). However, the cases differ in type 
of practices and ritual ingredients, which makes them suitable for exploring different 
combinations of online and offline practices.

CASE 1
Incubate Festival, Tilburg, the Netherlands: cultural event 
celebrating ‘cutting edge culture’, attracting more than 
16,000 visitors from 30 different countries.
Event practices: music and art performances.
Main focus of attention: performing bands and artists.
Barriers to outsiders: knowledge of music genres, paid 
event.

CASE 2
The Redhead Days, Breda, the Netherlands: the world’s 
largest gathering of redheads, attracting 10,000 visitors 
from 80 different countries. 
Event practices: photographing, socialising, pub crawl.
Main focus of attention: visitors with red hair.
Barriers to outsides: hair colour, free event.

14 – 20 September 2015 
13 – 15 May 2016
8 – 11 September 2016 
10 – 11 December 2016

Participant observation: 
5-7 September 2014
4-6 September 2015 
2-5 September 2016



EVENTS AND ONLINE INTERACTION: THE CONSTRUCTION OF HYBRID EVENT COMMUNITIES
CHAPTER 5

141

Table 5.1
Selected cases

Qualitative data were gathered using ethnographic methods such as participant 
observation and in-depth interviews. Ethnographic methods are very suitable for 
studying practices and interaction rituals, because they focus on the actual ‘saying 
and doings’ of the practice (Spaargaren, Lamers, & Weenink, 2016). The order of the 
data collection was (1) participant observation of the event including recruitment of 
informants, (2) interviews in the weeks after the event, (3) online observations. This 
sequence was repeated until a saturation point was reached.  

Participant observation took place during multiple editions of the events from 2014 
till 2018 (Table 5.1). To increase the reliability of the observations, a team of research 
assistants took part in the observations. The data collected by the assistants were 
not used in the data analysis, but were used to increase the trustworthiness of the 
data gathered by the researcher. The observations were aided by an observation 
guide based on Collins’ (2004) ritual ingredients and Spradley’s (1980) dimensions 
of social situations. The observations generated recorded and written field notes, 
supported by photographic reports. 

56 semi-structured interviews were conducted, with 18 - 20 informants per event. 
In all cases, the respondents varied in age and the number of previous event visits. 
The interviewees were a mix of Dutch and international visitors. The informants 
were selected purposefully (Patton, 2002) based on their different positions within 
the event rituals (Collins, 2004) or within the online practices. Ritual positions are 
enabled by actor-related conditions: general resources and specific event related 
knowledge, skills and experience (van der Poel, 2004). The operationalisation of the 
actor related conditions differs slightly per case. For example, in the case of the Red-
head Days, the informants differed in the distance they had travelled to the event. In 
the case of Incubate, there was a difference in preferred music genre and specific 
knowledge of the type of music. By varying the level of inclusion in the event  
practices, a detailed understanding of the ritual practices was obtained. 

CASE 3 
Elfia, Arcen and Haarzuilens, the Netherlands: the largest 
fantasy event in Europe, attracting 25,000 visitors from 
30 different countries.  
Event practices: performing in costume, photoshoots.
Main focus of attention: the costumes of the visitors.
Barriers to outsiders: costumes, paid event. 
Participant observation:

Participant observation: 
24 – 25 September 2016
29 – 30 April 2017
23 – 24 September 2017
21 – 22 April, 2018
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The interviews took place during the weeks after the events. The interviews were 
conducted face-to-face when possible, in the informants’ homes or in a neutral place 
like a coffee bar. The interviews with international informants took place via Skype 
or face-to-face during one of the editions of the events. 

The informants were asked about the meaning of the event and the community 
surrounding the event, including emotions, explicit and implicit rules, both during 
the event and in the wider online community. They were encouraged to illustrate 
their answers with examples, stories and photographs. All informants gave consent 
to use the interviews anonymously. If the anonymity could not be guaranteed, the 
informants were contacted for approval.

The online practices were addressed during the interviews. This was followed up 
by participant observation on social media sites that were identified by the inform-
ants as important platforms for interaction. The online platforms were a mix of the 
official event websites, social media pages and other relevant platforms. Following 
Kozinets’ (2010) netnography method, which is an unobtrusive approach, a first ex-
ploration took place to get an impression of the dynamics within the platforms. The 
netnographic data were limited to archival data and elicited data. Interference in the 
online discussions was avoided as much as possible. 

The data collection resulted in transcribed interviews and detailed field notes. These 
were analysed using the qualitative data analysis program MAXQDA. A first layer of 
coding entailed the theoretical themes of interaction ritual chains (Collins, 2004) and 
social practices (van der Poel, 2004; Shove et al., 2012). The second and third layers 
of coding were based on themes that emerged from the data, such as the different 
types of online practices. The emerging themes were identified, categorised and 
labelled in order to reflect the meanings as given by the informants as accurate as 
possible. 
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5.4
Findings

The findings are structured according to the ‘event journey’ (Geurtsen, 2014; Geus 
et al., 2016). This structure enables us to identify bundles and complexes of practic-
es (Shove et al., 2012), before, during and after the events which together construct 
hybrid event communities. The elements of Collins’ model of interaction ritual chains 
are used to describe the interactions within the practices in more detail.

5.4.1  Online practices before the event

Planning practices
A first category of pre-event online practices are planning practices. These practices 
involve online preparations for the event, such as getting familiar with the content of 
the event and making travel arrangements. In the case of Incubate festival, the visi-
tors listen to music fragments before the event and design their own preferred rout-
ing through the event via the official event website. According to the informants, the 
practice of designing personal routes is a necessity for a positive event experience, 
because the performance schedules are tight, the range of music styles is broad 
and the venues are spread over the city. This illustrates how the online planning 
practices are tightly connected with the offline event practices, which Shove et al. 
(2012) call a complex of practices. However, according to most informants, these are 
individual practices and therefore, according to Collins (2004), they do not qualify as 
an interaction ritual. Instead, they help to develop competence and they determine 
the intended focus of attention during the event. That planning practices can also 
take the form of interaction rituals, as is demonstrated in the case of the Redhead 
Days. On the official Facebook page of the event, attendees who live in the same 
area try arrange travelling to the event together. They also offer rides to the event, 
illustrating how online planning practices can result in acts of solidarity. 

Co-creative practices
A second category of online practices that support event practices is event co-cre-
ation. Prahalad and Ramaswamy (2004) describe co-creation as the development 
of experience environments in which individuals can co-construct their own expe-
riences. The organisers of Elfia initiate some co-creative online interaction before 
the event. An example is the election of the king and queen of Elfia. The candidates 
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have to promote themselves on the official event website, by uploading videos and 
posters. The actual election of the king and queen of Elfia takes place during the 
event.

In the case of Incubate festival, the organisers use a virtual platform called User-
voice, which allows visitors to recommend bands for the festival. Thousands of tips 
are provided through this online system. 

‘Everybody can post bands … you just put the link to the website and other 
people can vote if they think this is a good band, they have to play at Incubate.’ 
(Informant 13)

Besides involving the visitors in designing the festival program, Incubate designed 
the so-called a ‘Social Festival Model’, which invites the event attendees to co-write 
the festival policy. This is an attempt to make the festival more transparent, to en-
gage the attendees and to make use of their knowledge and skills. These practices, 
initiated by the event organisers, provide event attendees with the opportunity to 
contribute to the event, and to show their competence (Shove et al., 2012) regarding 
the music and the event. 

The organisers of the Redhead Days also initiate some co-creative practices before 
the event, such as voting for the preferred dress code of the year. However, the 
most essential co-creative online practice for the Redhead Days is an online crowd 
funding campaign. Visitors can contribute financially to the event, and in return, 
they receive ‘perks’ which carry the symbols of the event, such as the logo, or a T 
shirt in the theme colour of the year. The crowd funding video is shared widely on 
social media pages of the visitors and in platforms about red hair. The video evokes 
many reactions and leads to online discussions around the beauty of red hair. These 
interactions can be labeled interaction rituals, because they contain Collins’ ritual 
ingredients, and they form a chain with the interaction rituals during the event. For 
example, one of the most expensive ‘perks’ of the crowd funding campaign, is a 
VIP treatment during the event. The VIP treatment involves a central position in the 
event rituals; the VIP is made the focus of attention by being called on stage and 
applauded. This results in high levels of emotional energy. 

‘They make sure everyone here knows that you are here and make you feel 
special. So yes, I am a celebrity here in Breda for three days for Redhead Days.’ 
(Informant 22)
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Recruiting practices
The case of the Redhead Days reveals another form of pre-event online interac-
tion: recruiting participants for the event. As Shove et al. (2012) indicate: practices 
recruit their practitioners through their meanings. This type of recruitment happens 
via online interaction rituals of event visitors. Some informants only knew about the 
existence of the event through online practices:

‘What got me to go to Redhead Days was that I was already chatting with these 
people on Facebook and Redhead Days was a rally point that we could all 
agree on going to.’ (Informant 25)

Recruiting practices are also visible in the case of Elfia, where photographers and 
models (people wearing the costumes) make arrangements for photoshoots during 
the event.

‘Most of the times, beforehand, we put a photo on the Facebook page about 
how we will look. And actually, to our surprise, this year there were many  
people who reacted, also beforehand, o, how nice… I would like to take your 
photograph.’ (Informant 49)

Besides arrangements between individuals, there are specific groups of Elfia partic-
ipants that are recruited for sub-practices during the event. For example, a Disney 
cosplay group stages a photo moment during Elfia, to which all Disney characters 
are invited. This can be seen as a separate interaction ritual during the event, with 
its own barriers to outsiders, based on the type of costume. As a result of this online 
subgroup recruitment, people decided to visit the event together, and one interview-
ee described how she borrowed a costume from another participant. This illustrates 
how solidarity can result from an online interaction ritual, even before the event 
itself.

On the other hand, even though the recruitment practices can result in solidarity, this 
is not always the case. Not all online interaction rituals are followed by a successful 
interaction ritual during the event.

‘And then they say, you can come and chat with me…But sometimes, when  
you do that, and you just want to start a conversation, they just walk away… 
You never know who these people are. They can seem nice on Facebook,  
and in reality they are not.’ (Informant 51)
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The implicit rules are different in online interaction and offline interaction. Practition-
ers need to realise this and have to be able to switch between them. 

Creative practices
Finally, the case of Elfia reveals another type of online practices that take place 
before the event. These creative practices involve the sharing of and commenting 
on ideas and the making of artifacts that are used and presented during the event. 
A way to ensure a central position in the interaction rituals during Elfia, is wearing 
an impressive costume, which attracts attention. This requires materials and compe-
tence (Shove et al., 2012). Many participants spend several months preparing their 
costumes. This can be a shared practice in an offline group, but many informants 
also describe this as an activity that is shared online. 

The typical process of sharing the making of a costume starts with gathering ideas 
via Pinterest and YouTube. Then, half-finished costumes are shown, via social media, 
on Pinterest or Instagram, which allows others to give advice on how to improve 
the costumes. These practices take the form of interaction rituals (Collins, 2004), 
including ritual ingredients. At first glance, asking for and giving advice seems very 
open, but within these online practices, implicit rules are developed which require 
some tacit knowledge. One informant describes how someone posted a photo of 
a person in a costume, asking for advice on how to make a similar costume. This 
caused negative reactions, stating that she should not post a photograph without 
asking permission. Furthermore, much online discussion arose around costumes 
and skin colour. One of the informants posted a picture wearing a dress belonging 
to a black princess while she was white. This evoked many reactions, both positive 
and negative, illustrating how people collectively develop standards of morality. 

5.4.2 Online practices during the event

Connecting practices
The first type of online practices that occur during the event are connecting prac-
tices. Connecting practices can take place within the known group, but also with 
strangers. Known group connecting practices are present in all cases. Event visitors 
arrive and interact in a known group, and when they split up during the event, they 
use WhatsApp to keep in touch. This type of online interaction makes it possible to 
combine bonding practices (Rihova et al., 2015) with a personal event experience. 
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‘Then we start together, or not, it depends on what we want to see. We are not 
dependent on each other … we can App.’ (Informant 8)

Secondly, connecting practices can include external socialisation (Nordvall et al., 
2014). Visitors of the Redhead Days and Elfia describe how they make friends during 
the event and how they add them as friends on Facebook:  

‘And you might become Facebook friends even after you have met them for  
20 minutes.’ (Informant 24)  

Becoming Facebook friends is an act of solidarity, enabling further interaction after 
the event.  

Recruiting practices 
Whereas before the event, recruiting practices involve online interaction to recruit 
people for the event, during the event, visitors recruit participants for online practic-
es and communities. In the case of the Redhead Days, people are recruited to join 
Facebook groups which are often related to the country of residence.

‘You go through Breda and then you hear German speaking people and then 
you have a look and you say “Hello, where are you from?”, and so we talked and 
he said we have a Facebook group.’ (Informant 31) 

In the case of Elfia, visitors are recruited to join online communities around fantasy 
themes. The recruitment practices involve specific materials (Shove et al., 2012) in 
the form of business cards.

‘So, at some point we also started printing business cards and brochures, all 
paid for by ourselves …  to hand out, with our forum name and where they can 
find us and our Facebook name and those kind of things.’ (Informant 55)

This illustrate the hybrid nature of community construction where materials are used 
to indicate the virtual spaces in which community is performed.
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5.4.3  Online practices after the event

Reflecting practices
The first type of online practices after the event involve reflection on the event 
practices. These practices have the intension to extend the positive feelings of the 
interaction rituals during the event. Reflecting practices involve the release of after 
movies and official photographs by event organisers, but they also include the post-
ing of photographs and texts by event visitors. Photographs can serve as symbols, 
infused with the emotional energy of the event (Collins, 2004). Some reflecting 
practices are individual activities, but others involve interactions.

‘There are these photo groups and …they are completely filled with pictures of those 
days. And there you are looking through all these albums for photographs of us or 
our friends. Them we tag each other all the time.’ (Informant 49)

Relating practices
The second type of online practices after the event are relating practices: online 
interaction rituals resulting from the connecting and recruiting practices during the 
event. In both the Redhead Days and the Elfia case, many attendees keep interact-
ing with other event visitors via Facebook, Instagram and specific theme-based plat-
forms. The contacts vary in intensity, from superficial to meaningful acts of solidarity:
‘You talk about anything, jobs, your own family…you help the younger, I mean for 
instance I met (name) last year, she is a sixteen year old teen… She was really really 
shy, ... I am older than her so I can help her, support her and chat.’ (Informant 28)
The case of Incubate does not demonstrate any relating practices after the event. 
The connecting practices during the event mostly support known group socializa-
tion (Nordvall et al., 2014), which can be an explanation of the lack of relating practic-
es. Although the festival caters for niche music genres, the data do not show a clear 
link to online networks around these niches. Some respondents refer to the metal 
culture, but they then mention other metal festivals that are more obvious nodes in 
this network. For these respondents, the interaction ritual chain moves offline, over 
a range of niche events.

Creative practices
Finally, the creative practices that play a role before and during Elfia, are continued 
after the event. Besides making and discussing costumes, another creative practice 
is revealed. Many Elfia visitors create personal websites, where they present their 



EVENTS AND ONLINE INTERACTION: THE CONSTRUCTION OF HYBRID EVENT COMMUNITIES
CHAPTER 5

149

characters, including storylines, photographs or drawings. Some of the informants 
use their websites to sell costumes, head ornaments or other materials.

‘People came to me and said hey, your costume looks quite good, can you  
make one for me? And so it started slowly and now I have a few orders and it is 
becoming a side job.’ (Informant 56)

It is notable that on these websites, the practitioners do not use their real names, 
but instead they use the name of the fantasy character that they embodied during 
the event. Many informants want to keep the fantasy world separated from their 
private lives. By creating fantasy characters in detail, including a description of the 
character’s identity, a separate reality is created, which is acted out both online and 
offline. This adds an extra dimension to the bodily co-presence of the interaction 
ritual chain: the interaction rituals are performed through an altered/created body, 
both online and offline. 

5.5 
Discussion and conclusions 

The three cases exhibit some similarities in how offline and online interaction is com-
bined. A first conclusion is that (elements of) the interaction ritual chain can move 
from bodily co-presence to virtual co-presence and vice versa. In two of the cases, 
moments of high emotional energy and solidarity during the event are used to recruit 
people for online activities. Vice versa, there is online recruitment for offline activities 
during the event, initiated by both individuals and groups of practitioners. 

A second conclusion is that participation in online interaction rituals influences the 
position that people take in offline interaction rituals during the event. By participat-
ing in online interaction rituals, people acquire competence or materials and learn 
about meanings (Shove et al., 2012). This allows them to become the focus of atten-
tion during interaction rituals during the event. Besides creating a chain of interaction 
rituals, this shows that the online and offline interaction rituals can influence each 
other in terms of intensity. This illustrates the importance of online aspects in creating 
event experiences and the role that online interaction plays in the event journey.

However, the three cases also have very different patterns in the way online and 
offline practices are combined. And not all combinations of online and offline inter-
actions lead to the construction of a hybrid event community. 
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In the case of Incubate festival, the pre-event online practices involve planning and 
co-creative practices. The practitioners show their competence by adding to the 
event program and the event policy. Moreover, participants can acquire compe-
tence for the event through online preparations for the event. Although these online 
practices influence the event experience as well as the participant’s position in the 
event practices and rituals, they are individual preparations for the event, instead 
of shared rituals. During the event, the connecting practices are mostly focused 
on combining known-group socialization (Nordvall et al., 2014) with personal event 
experiences, which limits the performance of community. After the event, the online 
interaction is limited and the event does not result in a hybrid event community, but 
in a predominantly offline ritual chain. This example shows that online practices can 
be beneficial to event experiences, they can influence the positions people take in 
offline rituals, but they do not necessarily lead to a lasting hybrid event community. 

In the case of the Redhead Days, a pattern of interaction emerges around sym-
bolic meaning, which is transferred online. Before the event, online planning and 
co-creative practices take the form of interaction rituals, leading to acts of solidarity, 
before the event. During the event, red hair becomes a symbol of beauty and pride. 
This shared symbol enables connecting practices and recruiting practices that are 
followed by relating practices after the event. The symbolic meaning of the event is 
maintained online, through online interactions via texts and pictures. In this case, the 
embodiment of the shared symbol leads to a high level of involvement, and because 
the practitioners automatically carry the symbol, no extra competence is required. 
This results in a hybrid event community, which is formed around shared symbols. 
The online interaction rituals contain many of the same ritual elements (barriers to 
outsiders, symbols of social relationship and standards of morality) as the offline 
interaction, emphasizing the symbols of the event.

In the case of Elfia, creative practices play a key role before, during and after the 
event. In contrast to the Redhead Days, where the practitioners themselves are an 
inseparable symbol of the event, in the case of Elfia, the practitioners first create 
the symbols and then come to embody them. Symbols and materials are developed 
through the creativity of the practitioners, which is often a shared practice. Online 
and offline practices exist separately, each with their own combinations of materials, 
competence and meaning, but they form a logical connection with each other. The 
created and then embodied character becomes the carrier of online practices that 
form a complex or bundle (Shove et al. 2012) with the event practices. 
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Table 5.2
Types of hybrid event communities

PROCESS OF OFFLINE -  
ONLINE INTERACTION

ONLINE PRACTICES BY EVENT PHASE TYPE OF HYBRID EVENT  
COMMUNITY

EVENT CO-CREATION BEFORE
Planning practices
Co-creative practices

DURING
Connecting practices: known group

AFTER
Reflecting practices: pro-longing individual 
event experiences through texts, photographs 
and videos 

Event with online interaction
This event does not result in a hy-
brid community around the event. 

Offline Interaction ritual chain, with-
in event or over a range of events

SYMBOLIC TRANSFER BEFORE
Planning practices
Co-creative practices
Recruitment practices for the event

DURING
Connecting practices: know group and new 
connections.
Recruitment practices for online communities

AFTER
Reflecting practices
Relating practices: sharing and reaffirming 
symbolic meaning.

HYBRID SYMBOL- BASED  
EVENT COMMUNITY 
A hybrid event community around 
meaningful symbols of the event.

The interaction ritual chain moves 
from the event to online rituals and 
vice versa, based on the symbols 
of the event, which are re-affirmed 
online

MOBILE CHAINS BEFORE
Planning practices
Co-creative practices
Recruitment practices for the event 
Recruitment of specific groups for event 
sub-practices
Creative practices

DURING:
Connecting practices: known group and new 
connections
Recruitment practices for virtual communities

AFTER:
Reflecting practices
Relating practices: Sharing and reaffirming 
symbolic meaning.
Creative practices: re-affirming and (re)creating 
symbols and materials

HYBRID PRACTICE-BASED  
EVENT COMMUNITY 
A hybrid event community that 
shares online practices that exist 
separately from the event, but are 
(loosely or tightly) connected to the 
event.
 
The interaction ritual chain moves 
from the event to online rituals that 
are performed within online practic-
es, and vice versa.
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The different processes of online/offline interaction lead to different outcomes in 
terms of the creation and maintenance of event communities. The first process, 
‘event co-creation’ occurs in many events these days. Through online interaction, 
the event visitors become involved in decision-making and in the creation of the 
event. This can create high levels of attendee engagement and positive event 
experiences. Still, these practices do not necessarily lead to a hybrid event commu-
nity. Often the goal of event co-creation is designing personal event experiences, 
whereas for the creation of a hybrid community, a crucial factor is shared and lasting 
online interaction. 

The second process of ‘symbolic transfer’ results in a hybrid event community that 
is based on meaningful symbols of the event. The interaction ritual chain moves 
from the event to online rituals and vice versa, reaffirming the meaning of the event 
symbols online. The emotional energy and solidarity that are experienced during the 
event are followed by online relating practices around these symbols. The bodily 
co-presence (Collins, 2004) during the event plays an important role in this type of 
event community. The ‘practice as entity’ (Shove et al., 2012) takes place during the 
event and ‘practice as performance’ takes place both during event and online. This 
can lead to a strong hybrid event community, but it remains unclear whether the 
symbolic meaning would last without the event practice.

The development of hybrid event communities is also dependent on the mobility of 
interaction ritual chains, and their ability to shift between offline and online contexts, 
providing connections between online and offline practices. Within the third process 
of ‘mobile chains’, virtual interaction rituals are performed within online practic-
es, with a different focus of attention, different barriers to outsiders and their own 
standards of morality. Both the ‘practice as entity’ and the ‘practice as performance’ 
(Shove et al., 2012) take place during the event as well as online. The online prac-
tices are outside the scope of the event, making the event part of a larger bundle of 
practices. It can be expected that these event communities are long lasting, be-
cause of their diversity in practices. 

As Wilks (2012) argues, much of the online interaction takes place outside the scope 
of the event organisers. It seems that in order to create a hybrid event community, 
the event organisers have to accept a loss of control. The different processes of 
online/offline interaction show a decline of control by the event organiser, and an 
increase in community construction. The first process, event co-creation, is facilitat-
ed by the event organiser, but does not necessarily lead to community construction 
because community is performed through interaction between event visitors. The 
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second process, symbolic transfer, can still be controlled to some extend, because it 
involves symbols of the event. But in the process of mobile chains, separate online 
practices occur in which the event organizer is no longer involved, while at the same 
time these practices influence and shape the event (Shove etal., 2012). As Arai and 
Pedlar (2003, pp. 199) state ‘when the context or space is created, community forms 
since individuals are no longer bound by the structures that previously separated 
them from each other’. Events can clear space for a community to come together 
(Arai & Pedlar, 2003). However, this idea of clearing space is not just relevant for 
the event itself, but it can be extended to online practices. Instead of organising an 
event community, it is more a matter of clearing space in which practitioners are free 
to perform community. 
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This research aimed to examine how event practices and rituals contribute to the 
construction of hybrid event communities. The analysis of three cases demonstrates 
that the construction and maintenance of hybrid communities occurs through inter-
action ritual chains that move from offline to online contexts and vice versa. The first 
part of this chapter presents conclusions about the dynamics of interaction ritual 
chains, firstly about the different ritual ingredients and their consequences. Secondly, 
conclusions are presented regarding the spill over of event practices into the every-
day lives of visitors, and the consequences this has for their identities. Thirdly, we 
draw conclusions related to the online interaction of event communities. And finally, 
conclusions are drawn about how ritual outcomes relate to community construction.

The second part of this chapter contains a critical reflection on the research pro-
cess, and recommendations for further research.

This conclusion provides an answer to the research questions posed in Chapter 1:
How do practices and rituals related to events, contribute to the construction of 
hybrid communities?

1. Which interaction rituals can be identified at events, and how do these support 
performance of community? 

2. How do event practices spill over into the everyday lives of the participants to  
(a) influence everyday practices and (b) change identities?

3. How do (combinations of) online and offline practices during and related to 
events contribute to the creation and maintenance of hybrid communities?

6.1 
Which interaction rituals can be identified at events, and how 
do these support performance of community?

In order to answer the first research question, Collins’ (2004) model of interaction 
ritual chains was applied to three events. Collins’ framework provided a useful per-
spective for identifying the interaction rituals performed at these events. However, in 
order to understand how hybrid communities were performed, Collins’ general mod-
el needed to be widened to include the context of the events. Moreover, information 
was needed about the way ritual processes produced specific community related 
outcomes. Consequently, answering research question 1 also required some refine-
ments of Collins’ framework.
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6.1.1  Interaction ritual chains at events: a refinement

Collins distinguishes four ritual ingredients: shared mood, barriers to outsiders, mu-
tual focus of attention and bodily co-presence. When applying these ritual ingredi-
ents to events, some refinements of Collins’ model could be made. This study found 
that in event contexts, some ritual ingredients provided generalised conditions for 
event rituals, whereas other ritual ingredients varied across the events and the 
event practices. These refinements will be explained in the next paragraphs.

‘Shared mood’ as a generalised condition for event rituals

For all the events studied, the participants described their shared mood in similar 
terms, which was striking, because the event contexts differed considerably from 
each other. For all three events, the interviewees described a sense of excitement 
being generated by event practices, and a feeling of happiness at being surround-
ed by likeminded people. At Incubate festival, as described in detail in Chapter 
2, discovering new, out of the ordinary music and enjoying music together with 
likeminded people, led to the shared mood. Participants became immersed in the 
cutting-edge culture for the duration of the event. They enjoyed sharing their love 
for alternative music, especially if they could not share this with their close friends or 
families. Similarly, the participants of Elfia described the shared mood at the event 
as being happy to share their interests in costumes and fantasy with likeminded 
people, and to be part of an extraordinary world, as described in Chapter 4. Also at 
the Redhead Days, the participants described the shared mood as happy and excit-
ed to be surrounded by so many other redheads, which was the topic of Chapter 3.

The fact that the participants of these very different events all referred to the hap-
piness of being with likeminded people leads to two conclusions. Firstly, the idea of 
events as out of the ordinary, at least in social terms, is very important for the shared 
mood. ‘Finding’ likeminded people during the event, outside the everyday lives of 
the visitors is an important part of the event experience. Secondly, although the 
themes of the cases are so different, the gathering of likeminded people with shared 
interests or, in case of the Redhead Days, shared bodily features, has a great impact 
on the shared mood. This suggests that, at least based on these cases, shared 
mood can be considered a generalised condition for event rituals. This also means 
that performing community through these rituals is based on the idea of performing 
community with likeminded people.
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Physical and psychological ‘barriers to outsiders’ as a generalised  
condition for event rituals

All the events studied had very clear barriers to outsiders, which was part of the se-
lection criteria of the cases in this study. From the early stages of the analysis, it be-
came clear that barriers to outsiders could take a physical and a psychological form. 
Elfia and Incubate had physical barriers to outsiders, taking place in a castle garden, 
or in music venues only accessible to visitors with tickets. At Elfia, the organisers 
emphasised this barrier by creating a physical border for visitors to cross, which 
symbolised the gateway to the extraordinary, reinforcing the barriers to outsiders in 
order to enhance the shared mood of the visitors, as also described in Chapter 4.

Psychological barriers were created through the themes of the events. Psychologi-
cal barriers to outsiders make people self-select whether they ‘belong’ at the event 
or not, which suggests that this is also a generalised condition for interaction rituals 
at events, directly related to the creation of a shared mood. The workings of psycho-
logical barriers became very clear in the case of the Redhead Days. Even though 
this event was freely accessible to everyone, and it took place in the city centre, a 
public space, it was still evident to both insiders and outsiders who belonged to the 
event, and who did not, based on hair colour. Because of the obvious psychological 
barriers to outsiders, the event felt the need to communicate that it was accessible 
to everyone, also for non-redheads (“redheads and friends”). Self-selection occurred 
amongst the visitors, and only redheads took part in most activities, especially in the 
photographing practices. A similar process became visible at Elfia, where visitors 
without costumes were also welcome. Visitors without costumes took the role of 
spectator or photographer. But like the Redhead Days, there were psychological 
barriers to participation in the event practices. The people wearing costumes could 
take part in all the event practices and were at the heart of the rituals.

Both barriers to outsiders and shared mood seem to be generalised conditions for 
interaction rituals at events that are organised by and for an interest-based commu-
nity. They are conditions for interaction rituals to take place, and these conditions 
are almost automatically created by staging an event for a specific group of people. 
This suggests that, regardless of the specific theme of the event, the creation of 
interest-based community event enables the ritual ingredients to occur. 

Two types of ‘focus of attention’: internal versus external 

In contrast to the first two ritual ingredients, the data revealed that the focus of 
attention can take different forms, depending on the type of event. During the event 



CONCLUSIONS
CHAPTER 6

163

rituals studied, the focus of attention was either on the event visitors themselves, 
or the event visitors focussed on something else, for example on a performer or a 
piece of art. These two types of focus of attention can be distinguished as having an 
internal and an external focus (even though artists are also arguably participants in 
the ritual, they are not event visitors, and are hence ‘external’). 

At Incubate festival, case 1, which consisted of different music performances, many 
event practices had an external focus of attention on the performing artists. Even 
though the performing artists could be considered to be part of the ritual, the focus 
differed from Elfia and the Redhead Days, where attention was focused mainly on 
the event visitors, or their specific features, such as red hair and costumes. Accord-
ing to Collins (2004), being the focus of attention puts people in the center of the 
ritual and it provides them with emotional energy. This was clearly visible at the 
Redhead Days and Elfia, where several sub-practices literally put the visitors on the 
spotlight, such as during the photoshoots. 

Although the general focus of attention at the studied events could be character-
ised as external or internal, the type of attention differed per event sub-practice. For 
example, during the internally focussed Redhead Days, there were also lectures and 
music performances, which had an external focus of attention. The general focus of 
attention at Incubate was external, watching music and art performances, but there 
were also sub-practices with an internal focus of attention, such as dancing and 
mosh pits.

Collins (2004) argues that people want to be at the centre of the ritual in order 
to obtain higher levels of emotional energy. This was confirmed in this study. For 
example, at Incubate festival, some visitors had developed ways to manoeuvre 
themselves into the focus of attention, for example through crowd surfing, or though 
initiating movements in the mosh pit. This caused the focus of attention to shift from 
the performing artists to specific individuals in the crowd. During the Redhead Days 
and Elfia, visitors also developed tactics to move towards the heart of the ritual, for 
example by being on stage as a model in the Redhead fashion show or at the Elfia 
costume competition.

Variations in ‘bodily co-presence’: crowd interactions versus  
face-to-face interactions 

The fact that bodily co-presence varies across event practices was already de-
scribed by Nordvall, Pettersson, Svensson and Brown (2014), who made a distinction 
between event interactions ranging from a large crowd or audience to small  
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sub-groups, either with strangers or people that know each other. By applying these 
categories, it became clear that at all case study events, a mix of known group 
socialisation, external socialisation and audience socialisation occurred, but the 
emphasis differed. At Incubate festival, there were many practices within known 
groups and a lesser emphasis on external socialisation. In contrast, at the Redhead 
Days external socialisation was very important, because many people travelled to 
the event alone. At Elfia, there was a mix of known group socialisation and external 
socialisation, because the costumes invited people to interact, both within known 
groups and with strangers. 

However, what this study has revealed is that the variations in bodily co-presence 
during event practices have consequences for the interaction rituals that take place. 
As discussed in Chapter 3, and specifically applied to the Redhead Days, collective 
performance is inherently different from face-to-face performance. Whereas collec-
tive performance can make individuals disappear into the larger group, face-to-face 
performance made people stand out. When participants of the Redhead Days took 
part in individual photoshoots, they were the focus of attention, and it gave them 
emotional energy. When people took part in the collective photoshoot, they also 
received attention, but as a group, making them visible as a group but invisible as 
an individual. The interviews revealed that this also gave people very high levels of 
emotional energy. The way the participants describe this experience matches Durk-
heim’s (1912) idea of collective effervescence, which was, for many participants, the 
climax of the event. 

The variations in the ritual ingredients ‘bodily co-presence’ and ‘focus of attention’ 
lead to very different event rituals. Categorizing event practices based on these ritu-
al ingredients (see table 6.1), shows the events contain a mix of different sub practic-
es, based on group size and focus of attention. 
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Table 6.1: 
(offline) Event practices categorised based on focus of attention and bodily co-presence

6.1.2  Ritual purpose: individual versus social engagement

Besides refining the different types of rituals in terms of ritual ingredients, in an-
swering research question 1, it is also important to emphasise that not all interaction 
rituals lead to community construction. Moreover, not all rituals had community con-
struction as an aim. The construction of an event community also requires a willing-
ness to commit to and invest in that community.

By studying the case of Incubate festival, it became clear that event practices do 
not always create a social experience, and they can even prevent the visitors from 
interacting. By offering an enormous choice in performances and by encouraging 
visitors to explore, Incubate festival was designed to provide individual experiences. 
Visitors who came to the event together tended to split up in order to see different 
performances. Moreover, the implicit rules of the event allowed attendees to leave 
performances in-between songs, enabling them to see something else. But during 
the performances visitors were expected to pay attention and be silent instead of 
chatting. Listening to and watching the performance was therefore more important 
than social interaction. Even though people participated in event rituals, and through 
this they performed a temporary community, they did not interact with the intention 
of committing to the other participants in the longer term. Instead, individual learning 
and consumption was central to the event experience. 

INTERNAL FOCUS OF ATTENTION 
(FOCUS ON THE VISITORS) 

ETERNAL FOCUS OF ATTENTION
(FOCUS BEYOND THE VISITORS)

FACE-TO-FACE 
INTERACTIONS 

SMALL GROUP CONNECTING 
• Sharing stories
• Eating and drinking
• Speed dating
• Standing in line and chatting
• Laughing, having fun in a known group
• Asking strangers about their costume
• Roleplaying/performing in costume

SMALL GROUP SPECTATING
• Watching a parade (in a small group)
• Watching and discussing an art  
 performance 
• Talking about a painting / piece of art
• Watching a photoshoot 

CROWD/
AUDIENCE  
INTERACTIONS 

CROWD CONNECTING
• Jumping together as an audience
• Singing together
• Clapping a rhythm
• Dancing
• Performing ‘the wave’ as an audience
• Stage diving / crowd surfing 

CROWD SPECTATING
• Watching a theatre play
• Watching a band/DJ
• Collective photoshoot with directions   
 from the photographer
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In the other two cases, the social dimension was central to the event experience. At 
Elfia, as described in Chapter 4, external socialisation was high, because the visi-
tors wanted to show their costumes (like an exhibition) or perform in costume (like 
theatre). The visitors had invested in the event, by putting much time and effort into 
making the costumes. Moreover, the event practices, particularly photographing, 
served a purpose after the event. The visitors needed the photographs for their 
online activities. Therefore, the practices at the event were also an investment for 
other online practices after the event, creating a chain of interaction rituals. In this 
sense, the different participants of the event depended on each other to co-create 
the event, making it a social experience, and the event practices were elements in 
a larger chain of rituals. The same principle was visible at the Redhead Days, where 
the visitors’ intentions were to interact with each other to celebrate the beauty of 
red hair. Moreover, because many visitors travelled to the event alone, they were al-
most forced to meet each other and interact socially during the event. This was also 
encouraged by the organisers of the event, who tried to design the event as a safe 
space for the visitors to interact and share their stories (see also Chapter 3). 

The first research question asked: “Which interaction rituals can be identified at 
events, and how do these support performance of community?”

The cases studied revealed numerous manifestations of interaction rituals per-
formed at events. These rituals were very diverse, depending on the theme of the 
event. The theme of the event also connected to the community of interest that was 
being performed, which related to the shared mood and the barriers to outsiders of 
the interaction rituals.

However, despite the diversity of the rituals, they could be categorised into a 
meaningful typology, based on Collins’ ritual ingredients. This led to four categories 
of interaction rituals at events, that differ from each other based on group size and 
focus of attention (see table 6.1).

Community can be performed through all four types of interaction rituals. What char-
acterises event contexts is that the four types are performed during one event by 
the same practitioners. In other words, community is performed via a chain of inter-
action rituals, containing rituals of the four different types, which together contribute 
to community.

Moreover, it can be concluded that the purpose of the ritual is important. Even 
though the studied events provided a space for performing community, and con-
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tained a diversity of interaction rituals, the outcomes of these interactions differed 
in terms of social engagement. For an event community to sustain itself, the event 
visitors need to make a link between the interaction rituals during the event, and 
their everyday lives, a connection which is examined further in research question 2.

 6.2 
How do event practices spill over into the everyday lives  
of the participants to (a) influence everyday practices  
and (b) change identities?

6.2.1  Tensions between the extraordinary and the everyday 

Since this study has focussed the consequences of event practices on community 
building, it is important to reflect on the intertwining of event rituals with the every-
day lives of the visitors. An important aspect of Collins’ framework of interaction ritu-
al chains is that individual rituals are linked to each other. These ritual chains move 
from the event contexts to the context of everyday life and vice versa. However, this 
study has shown that the relationship between the event context that is generally 
defined as extraordinary, and the everyday life context, which is generally seen as 
ordinary, is more complex than previously supposed. 

The analysis here shows that events need to be out of the ordinary and different 
from everyday life, in order to create liminality (Turner 1979). But at the same time, 
events also need to be connected to everyday practices, to create social value and 
for the visitors to benefit from the event practices, beyond the time of the event. 
This leads to three conclusions about the relationship between the extraordinary 
dimension of events and the link to everyday practices. 

Firstly, this study has shown that events need to be perceived as out of the ordinary, 
and separate from everyday life, in order to create a liminal space in which identities 
can be explored and rituals can arise. As described in Chapter 4 about Elfia, both 
event scholars (e.g. Falassie, 1987; Goldblatt, 2011) and event visitors present events 
as the opposite of everyday life. Regarding events as out of the ordinary, makes 
them a focal point for communities to come together, triggering event rituals. More-
over, the out of the ordinary character of events disrupts everyday social groupings, 
allowing for new connections to be made, and giving space for new communities to 
form. This is an important mechanism for the emergence of new communities. 
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On the other hand, there are limits to how extraordinary an event can be. As the Elf-
ia case revealed, although the event is perceived as completely out of the ordinary, 
it is actually quite similar to the everyday lives of the visitors in terms of social order 
and status. This is because the event practices are performed by participants who 
take their social expectations with them to the event, and who act accordingly. This 
leads to a liminal space in which participants can interact, play, and explore new 
elements of their identities, but at the same time, the event has enough similarities 
to the everyday lives of the visitors to make them feel comfortable and perceive the 
event as a safe space. As the Elfia case showed, the event is a temporary rearrange-
ment of status and social order, which allows people to act out different ‘plots’ than 
those of everyday life. 

Thirdly, in order for the participants to fully benefit from the events, in terms of event 
experience, but also in terms of outcomes of the event (e.g. emotional energy, sense 
of community, individual identities), the event practices need to spill over into the 
everyday lives of the visitors. In all the events studied, practice spill over occurred, 
because event practices were connected to other everyday practices, for example 
in the form of preparation practices for the event and several online practices that 
will be discussed under research question 3.

In order to participate in the event rituals, the participants needed skills, knowledge 
and resources (Spaargaren, 2003; van der Poel, 2004), which were obtained from 
or learned in everyday practices. These ‘preparation practices’ were directly linked 
to the position people could take in the event rituals and thus the emotional ener-
gy they could obtain. Participation in the event triggered people to develop more 
skills and acquire more knowledge, allowing them to benefit more from the subse-
quent event practices and rituals, leading to a dynamic, circular pattern: individuals 
can move through a chain of rituals obtaining more and more emotional energy, 
as a result of increased ritual experience. This process is relevant for insights into 
how people develop ‘event careers’ and become skilled consumers (Bargeman & 
Richards, 2020; Richards, 2019). As Jaimangal-Jones, Pritchard, and Morgan (2015) 
describe using the performance metaphor: people go through different phases in 
their performance from the first ‘audition’ to being ‘established actors’. 

This was illustrated clearly in the case of Incubate festival when a first-time visitor 
expressed his frustration about difficulties in finding the different music venues (see 
also Chapter 2). This was what he described as a ‘puzzle’, causing him to arrive too 
late for performances, but this challenge was valued by the experienced visitors as 
‘exploring’, ‘secret’ and ‘hidden’. Similarly for the Redhead days, the visitors  
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recognised the benefits of already knowing some people from the previous years. 
They described how the event turned into a reunion instead of a new adventure, 
which lead to smaller sub-rituals, forming new barriers to outsiders within the larger 
ritual. 

A second way in which event rituals spill over into the everyday lives of the partic-
ipants is through a change in identities, as outlined in the second part of research 
question 2.

6.2.2  The role of events in (re)shaping identities

The idea that identities are fluid and actively performed (Duits, 2008; Giddens, 1991; 
Pääkkönen, Sarantou, & Miettinen, 2020) implies that, during their lives, people 
shape and re-shape their identities in interaction with others and in relation with dif-
ferent contexts. The results from this study demonstrate that the case study events 
were spaces for performing and exploring identities. Moreover, event practices 
impacted on the identities of the participants. 

Firstly, events functioned as a new and different stage for performing identities, 
allowing the participants to explore different aspects of their identities. The explo-
ration of different parts of the participants’ identities was visible in all the events 
studied, and taken to the extreme at Elfia, where people literally embodied a differ-
ent character. But also at Incubate festival, people performed parts of their identities 
that they could not always show in their daily lives. Sometimes the visitors regarded 
this as an escape from everyday life, particularly avoiding prejudice and stereotypes, 
which played a role in all cases. Even though escapism played a role, the process of 
performing and exploring identities was more complex than just escaping everyday 
life. 

At all the events studied, actor-related social factors such as stereotypes and 
prejudice constrained the visitors in their everyday lives. This was the case for red 
hair, cosplay and for certain types of (metal) music at Incubate festival. But the same 
factors that constrained the visitors in everyday life, enabled them to participate 
in the events. This was most obviously visible in the case of the Redhead Days: by 
celebrating the beauty of red hair, a constraining factor in everyday life became 
an enabler at the event. A similar process occurred at the Incubate festival, where 
knowledge of specific types of music enabled people to participate in the event, and 
at Elfia, where being involved in cosplay allowed people to take part in the event 
rituals. 
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Secondly, this study showed that participating in event practices also influenced 
the identities of the participants outside the event. As several previous studies on 
community events (e.g., Costa, 2002; de Bres & Davis, 2001; Derrett, 2003; Jaeger 
& Mykletun, 2013) showed, events can reaffirm existing identities. This confirmation 
of identities was also visible at Incubate festival, where the cutting-edge culture and 
music reaffirmed the participants’ identities as adventurous and innovative. At Elfia, 
many of the informants also indicated that the event reaffirmed their identities as 
creative people, which boosted their self-esteem, also in other areas of their life. 
But this study also illustrated that event practices can lead to a change in narrative 
identities, as described in Chapter 3 in relation to the Redhead Days. In this case 
the participants described how the event changed the symbolism around red hair, 
which changed from a symbol of exclusion to a symbol of beauty and inclusion. Pre-
vious studies of this phenomenon are scarce. Although the Redhead Days were an 
extreme case, in terms of identification and embodiment of the theme of the event, 
the pattern of change that was discovered, could be a basis for understanding the 
social value of events that celebrate features which constrain people in their every-
day lives. This could provide a basis for studying social transformations from the 
perspective of groups being able to lever constraints to provide advantage.

The second research question asked: “How do event practices spill over into the 
everyday lives of the participants to (a) influence everyday practices and (b) change 
identities?

Event practices can have enduring effects when they spill over into the everyday 
lives of the visitors. This means that the ordinary and the extraordinary realms need 
to be connected. This study has provided several examples of how event practices 
and everyday life practices connect.

Firstly, the spill over process required a balance between the extraordinary ele-
ments of the event and the ordinary aspects of the everyday. Even though the 
studied events were regarded as extraordinary spaces, they also contained enough 
ordinary elements to make the visitors feel comfortable. This was accomplished by 
the fact that the extraordinary elements of the event were actively performed by the 
event visitors.

Secondly, this study has shown that practices facilitate bridging between the 
extraordinary event space and the ordinary everyday life realm. Specific everyday 
life practices helped visitors acquire competences, resources and materials that 
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supported the event practices. This means that by investing time and energy in their 
everyday lives, participants could secure a position in the event rituals.

Finally, a specific and deep way in which event practices impacted the everyday 
lives of the participants is via shaping and re-shaping identities. This study illustrated 
that events can be spaces for (collectively) performing identities. These performanc-
es can lead to a change in narrative identities, which occur at the event, but which 
are manifested in the everyday lives of the participants.

For all studied cases, the spill over of event practices into the everyday lives of the 
visitors, was facilitated by online practices that allowed event visitors to stay con-
nected after the event. This was examined further in the third research question.

6.3 
How do (combinations of) online and offline practices  
during and related to events contribute to the creation  
and maintenance of hybrid communities?

6.3.1  Events and online interaction

The link between different types of online event practices and their contributions 
to the construction of hybrid communities has already been discussed in Chapter 
5. In this chapter, it was concluded that there are different types of online practices 
connecting event contexts to online contexts. A typology was presented (see Table 
5.2) which already answered much of research question 3. However, the connec-
tion between online practices and community construction can be elaborated on by 
drawing a conclusion regarding online interactions and social engagement. 

6.3.2  Social engagement in online practices 
When analysing the role of different types of online interactions in the development 
and maintenance of hybrid communities, it became clear that, similar to offline event 
practices, the social dimension played an important part. Some online interactions 
included a willingness to commit and contribute to a hybrid community, and others 
did not. In Chapter 5, a typology of hybrid event communities was developed, which 
also included the different online practices and how they contributed to community 
development. Table 6.2 indicates how social engagement can vary in different types 
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of online practices. For example, event visitors who mainly engaged in planning 
practices, connecting to known friends during the event and reflecting on the event 
by posting some pictures online, showed less social engagement. On the other 
hand, event visitors who participated in online sharing of creative skills and inviting 
others to travel to the event together showed a higher level of social engagement. 

 
Table 6.2
Online event practices related to level of social engagement

The results also showed that although co-creation practices are generally consid-
ered a sign of social engagement, these do not necessarily lead to wider community 
commitment and development (see also Chapter 5). Although the basis of co-crea-
tion is social, it can also meet individual needs without requiring community engage-
ment. 

Overall, it can be concluded that online event practices are important, but some 
practices are more social than others, and play a bigger role in community construc-
tion. 

LEVEL OF SOCIAL  
ENGAGEMENT 

Low Social 
engagement

High social
engagement

DURING THE EVENT

• Connecting practices  
 with known group

• Connecting practices  
 with strangers 
• Recruitment practices  
 for virtual communities
 

BEFORE THE EVENT

• Planning practices

• Co-creative practices

• Recruitment practices  
 for the event,  
 Recruitment
  of specific groups for  
 event sub-practices

• Creative practices

AFTER THE EVENT
 

• Reflecting practices

• Relating practices:  
 sharing and reaffirming  
 symbolic meaning
• Creative practices:  
 re-affirming and  
 (re)creating symbols  
 and materials
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6.3.3  The online environment

Besides the level of social engagement, there is another condition for construct-
ing a hybrid event community, which is the need for a comfortable and safe online 
environment. After all, hybrid communities interact in two different contexts: offline 
and online. And although the organisation of online environments was not the direct 
focus of this study, there are some interesting conclusions that can be drawn about 
online interactions. 

The studied cases showed a variety of platforms for online interactions. Some com-
munities interacted on the platform provided by the event organisers, as in the case 
of Incubate and the Redhead Days. Other communities use self-organising social 
media platforms, that exist outside of the context of the event, such as the sub com-
munities of Elfia. Based on these cases, it can be concluded that the level of control 
that event organisers have on the platform does not directly relate to the success of 
the platform in terms of community construction.

In the case of Incubate festival, the organizers provided a solid online context that 
facilitated co-creation of both the program and the policy of the event. However, 
the visitors used this platform to express their individual preferences, for example, 
to suggest artists they personally liked. This illustrates that although a co-creative 
platform leads to involvement in the festival, it does not necessarily create a hybrid 
community. This can be explained by the lack of social engagement. The platform 
facilitated interaction between the event organisers and the visitors, but not so much 
among visitors. In the case of the Redhead Days, the online context was the Face-
book page created by the event organisers, who played an active role to keep the 
online interaction going and to guard the shared standards of morality. This proved 
to be a good online context for developing a community. The main motivation of the 
participants to continue interacting was the changed symbolic meaning of red hair. 
In this example, the community was newly constructed through the event. Therefore, 
the same safe space that was created at the event, was also transferred online. In 
this context, it also made sense for the community members that the control over 
the platform lay with the event organisers. Later, the online interaction also moved to 
other self-organising social media pages.

In the case of Elfia, the context for interaction was not created by the event organis-
ers. Instead, the interaction took place on social media platforms, such as Instagram 
and YouTube and personal websites. The competences required to create costumes 
were discussed online, and participants demonstrated a willingness to help each 
other. 
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6.3.4  The role of ritual outcomes in the construction  
of hybrid communities 

When analysing the combination of online and offline practices in community 
building, it is important to have a closer look at how online and offline practices 
are connected. In Chapter 5 it was already concluded that interaction rituals could 
be identified which moved from offline to online contexts and vice versa. But more 
detailed conclusions can be drawn when looking at the role that the separate 
rituals outcomes played. The current research illustrated that the ritual outcomes 
as defined by Collins (2004), emotional energy, solidarity, symbols and standards of 
morality, were not present equally in all events. This could explain the differences in 
community construction observed between the cases. In this paragraph the role of 
each ritual outcome in the construction of hybrid event communities will be dis-
cussed briefly.

Emotional energy as the fuel for community construction

In all studied cases it was confirmed that emotional energy was the fuel of the inter-
action ritual chains, as suggested by Collins (2004). The drive to obtain emotional 
energy was an important motivator to participate in the rituals and to move closer 
to the heart of the rituals. The pursuit of emotional energy also motivated people 
to perform preparation practices (such as making a plan, recruiting others to par-
ticipate, and making costumes), to increase the emotional energy generated from 
the event rituals. The more experienced the practitioners were, the more emotional 
energy they could obtain. Emotional energy should be seen as a motivator at an in-
dividual level, which keeps the ritual chain going. However, for community construc-
tion to occur, this needs to be complemented with other ritual outcomes.

Symbols as connectors between online and offline community practices

Symbols played an important role in community construction, in two ways: firstly, as 
symbols of recognition during the event (specific clothing, music, hair colour, cos-
tumes), and secondly as connectors between online and offline practices. Especially 
the latter function is of importance for hybrid community construction. In all studied 
events, shared symbols tied different rituals together. At Incubate the type of music 
served as a shared symbol, at the Redhead Days, red hair became a shared symbol 
of beauty, and at Elfia, the costumes were the shared symbols that triggered online 
interaction. Besides these overarching symbols of the communities, the events also 
created symbols to connect the community to the event. For example, the organ-
isers of Eflia created symbols to connect several sub-communities as ‘inhabitants 
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of Elfia’. For this they created shared memorabilia, such as the Elfia passport, with 
stamps for each edition. This resulted into a shared sense of belonging and stimulat-
ed crossovers between sub communities. 

Standards of morality to create a safe space for community interaction

Standards of morality proved to be very important for hybrid communities, especially 
because of the combined online and offline contexts. During the events, there were 
clear standards of morality, which were sometimes explicit, but mostly implicit. Spe-
cifically, the unwritten rules about photographing were important to create a safe 
environment, both at the Redhead Days and at Elfia. Most of these rules emerged 
from the practices, as also described in Chapter 2, and led to positive interactions. 

In online contexts, the way standards of morality were maintained clearly differed 
from offline contexts. In the case of Elfia, for example, there were some heated 
discussions online about appropriate costumes, that were not observed during the 
event. This seemed to be related to a difference in communication in online con-
texts. Online communication has developed in co-evolution with the technological 
possibilities, and it has consequently evolved to suit the technological medium 
(Kozinets, 2010). Online communication is therefore often explicit, whereas offline 
contexts provide a richer communication environment, including indirect commu-
nication such as body language. Moreover, the barriers to outsiders differed in the 
online contexts, which meant that not all participants in the online context had also 
experienced the offline rituals. 

All the communities studied tried to maintain standards of morality in the online 
environments in order to create a safe space to interact. At both Incubate and the 
Redhead Days, the event organisers took the lead in safeguarding the standards 
of morality, also because most of the interaction took place on platforms that were 
facilitated by the events. This also meant that the event organisers could remove 
remarks and posts that did not fit the standards of morality from their perspective. In-
cubate had a more rigid system of interaction that did not allow for much interaction 
among visitors, which also meant that they had most control over the online context. 
In the case of the Redhead Days, the event organisers functioned as moderators 
of the event Facebook page, initiating discussions, but also removing posts that 
did not suit the defined standards of morality. In the case of Elfia, online interaction 
was not controlled by the organisers, but by members of the different communities 
themselves. This also meant that the standards of morality were more diffuse and 
differed per community.
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Solidarity as the key to hybrid community construction

Although the different ritual outcomes can be seen as complimentary to each other, 
this study showed that solidarity is a distinguishing factor in hybrid community con-
struction. Even though in all cases the visitors felt and described solidarity during 
the event, there were different levels of solidarity experienced within the rituals. For 
example, people showed solidarity in the mosh pit at Incubate, helping others who 
fell. Redheads hugged others at the redhead days because they empathised with 
their stories. These were examples of small acts of solidarity. Sharing a hotel room 
with a stranger and helping a youngster overcome prejudice over a longer period of 
time, were larger acts of solidarity that also involved allowing others access to the 
everyday life domain. The results showed that when solidarity was at the heart of 
the community practices, then there was support and trust, which made the commu-
nity a safe environment for further interaction, stimulating the chain of rituals.

Some illustrations of the way solidarity can be incorporated in the design of the 
event practices, were also found in this study, although this mostly happened unin-
tentionally. Incubate was the most progressive in designing a co-creative platform to 
give event visitors a voice in the event policy and program, but this still did not lead 
to solidarity being at the heart of the event practices. This leads to the conclusion 
that effective co-creation between organisers and visitors involves more than facili-
tating social engagement, which involves interaction between visitors.
In the other two cases, solidarity was present, and it was clearly linked to the inter-
dependence of the visitors: the event visitors depended on each other, and they 
needed each other to maintain their preferred practices and to obtain more emo-
tional energy. In the case of Elfia, it was often not possible for the visitors to keep 
embodying and developing their characters without the help of others. In order to 
create the costumes, they therefore gave each other advice and they shared their 
progress. Furthermore, they depended on the photographers for images to keep 
embodying their character online. This interdependence required solidarity. Howev-
er, it did not seem that this interdependence was built consciously into the design of 
the Elfia event. 

In the case of the Redhead Days, the participants depended on each other to ex-
perience the bodily co-presence of redheads, and to keep the changed identities 
and symbolism about red hair alive. In this case, the event was designed around the 
storytelling of the visitors. Also, the visitors depend on the photographers to provide 
them with proof of the newly established symbols and the changed identities.  
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And similarly to Elfia, the photographs were crucial for the chain of rituals to move 
online. Furthermore, the community of Redheads served a larger goal, which could 
only be achieved together: it allowed redheads to collectively deal with the stereo-
types and prejudices linked to red hair.

The third research question stated: “How do (combinations of) online and offline 
practices during and related to events contribute to the creation and maintenance 
of hybrid communities?”. 

Online and offline practices have different roles in hybrid communities. As Shove, 
Pantzar and Watson (2012) already indicated, practices are connected to each other. 
In the case of hybrid communities, this means that online and offline contexts in 
which community is performed, are connected through practices. This study re-
vealed that some practices contributed more to community construction than others. 

Crucial in these processes is the organization of the interactions, in order to create a 
safe and meaningful online environment, which also allowed for a social dimension, 
in the form of interaction between the community members. Based on the events 
studied, the process of interaction was controlled by the event organisers or by the 
community members, depending on the meaning of the practices. In the case of the 
Redhead Days the changed meaning of red hair led to online interaction to reaffirm 
this. At Incubate there was a co-creative system to find cutting edge performers, and 
at Elfia the community members shared their creative processes with each other.
In order to gain more detailed insights into the dynamics of the event practices, 
Collins’ ritual outcomes were applied. It can be concluded that all ritual outcomes 
work together to construct community, but they each have their own function. In 
terms of community building the balance between emotional energy and solidarity is 
important; if ritual outcomes leaned too much towards individuals obtaining emo-
tional energy, then community building did not occur. So, community building could 
be stimulated by a mix of practices that also involve solidarity and a safe meaningful 
online environment.
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6.4 
Contribution and relevance of the study  

This study has contributed to academic knowledge about hybrid communities by 
researching the role that events play in the emergence, performance, and mainte-
nance of these communities. The hybrid character of contemporary communities 
had already been identified in the literature by Sechi, Skilters, Borri and De Lucia 
(2012). However, studies on the interplay between the online and the offline ele-
ments of these communities have remained scarce. 

6.4.1  Contribution to the study of communities

The notion of community has become increasingly complex over the years. In pre-
vious studies, a distinction emerged between place-based communities and online 
communities that form around specific themes or interests. Moreover, it was known 
that many online communities use events as platforms for creating a sense of to-
getherness and community pride. This study has added more detailed knowledge 
about the role of events in the emergence and maintenance of communities of in-
terest (Liepins, 2000), taking Sechi et al. (2012)’s description of hybrid communities 
as a starting point, by focussing on the interplay between the online and the offline 
components of these communities. 

In contemporary society, hybrid communities are becoming more common. This 
study has shown how community is performed in a hybrid way through connections 
between practices and chains of rituals. It also revealed that some practices en-
hanced community construction while others did not, mostly because they were too 
individualistic. Even though many contemporary communities are centred around 
the individual (Gössling, Cohen, & Hibbert, 2016; Wellman, 2001), solidarity turned 
out to be of vital importance in community construction, both in offline and in online 
practices, which showed how Durkheim’s (1893) concept of organic solidarity is 
still relevant, even though the practices though which solidarity is performed have 
changed.

This study has also nuanced the idea of completely fluid communities, by taking the 
context of the events studied into consideration, as emphasised in the actor-struc-
ture relationship of some practice models (Bargeman & Richards, 2020; van der 
Poel, 2004). Communities cannot be completely fluid because the very emergence 
of a community creates the structures that inhibit their fluidity. 
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When hybrid communities make use of events to perform community, they automat-
ically create a link with a place, even though communities are not place-based, but 
‘portable’ (Chayko, 2007; Gardner, 2004). Events ‘take place’ in a specific context 
that structures the event. The place in which the event is staged enables certain 
practices and it constrains others. Therefore, place can be of great importance for 
creating sense of community, as has been described in Chapter 2, about Incubate 
festival, which was woven into the fabric of the city, creating a feeling of a “secret 
society”. Also for the other two cases, the place played an important role in enabling 
the practices. This is what distinguished hybrid communities from online communi-
ties; hybrid communities also include a place-based, more tangible context in which 
community is performed. Therefore, the way communities are labeled (online or 
hybrid) matters. 

This study has also given more detailed insights into the relationship between com-
munities and identities. Giddens (1991) described identities as fluid and as a work 
in progress. This study has shown that identities can change while being part of a 
community and specifically how events can function as a turning point (Noy, 2004; 
Ronkainen, Shuman, Ding, You, & Xu, 2018). This study added to existing literature 
by addressing the role that collective performance at events plays in maintaining 
and changing identities. This, together with the concepts of visibility and temporary 
majorities adds to existing knowledge about the way identities develop and change 
in the context of a community.

6.4.2  Contribution to event studies

Besides a contribution to the study of communities, this PhD research has also 
added to existing knowledge in event studies. The social value of events has been 
explored during the last decade by several authors, who mainly focussed on social 
impacts of events (e.g. Balduck, Maes, & Buelens, 2011; Fisker, Kwiatkowski, & Hjal-
ager, 2019; Matarasso, 1996; Quinn & Wilks 2013; Richards, de Brito, & Wilks, 2013) 
and the building of social capital through events  (e.g. Arcodia & Whitford, 2007; Co-
lombo, Altuna, & Oliver-Grasiot, 2021; Duffy & Mair, 2018; Finkel, 2012; Izzo, Bonetti, 
& Masiello, 2012; Kline & Oliver, 2014; Matheson, 2005; Yuen & Glover, 2005). How-
ever, as Richards and Jarman (2021, p.3) indicated, many of these studies assumed 
that events, “by their very nature as gathering spaces” would automatically lead to 
community effects. Moreover, many previous studies assumed that interaction at 
events would lead to social effects, without analysing the emergence of social prac-
tices. This study has led to a more nuanced picture of different forms of sociality and 
social engagement within communities, both at events and online.
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Therefore, this study has added to existing studies about event practices and social 
interaction (e.g. Nordvall et al., 2014; Rihova, Buhalis, Moital, & Gouthro, 2013; 2015). 
Building on these studies, the current study shows that levels of sociality differ ac-
cording to the practices developed in offline and online contexts. The social dimen-
sion of an event, can consequently be more strongly or weakly developed, depend-
ing on the rituals performed during the event. 

Furthermore, this study has added to existing studies on events as a context for per-
forming identities. The concept of identities was not emphasised in Collins’ frame-
work of interaction ritual chains (Collins, 2004). This can be explained by the fact 
that Collins focusses mostly on the interaction ritual itself, whereas this study also 
examined the chains of rituals and how these chains connect events with everyday 
life. Because of this combination of contexts, identity formation is also highlighted as 
an additional consequence of interaction rituals.

As other event scholars have also recognized and described, much of the social 
value created by events is linked to shaping and re-shaping individual and group 
identities (e.g. Costa, 2002; de Bres & Davis, 2001; Derrett, 2003; Jaeger & Mykle-
tun, 2013; Platt, 2011). However, the current study also introduces a distinction 
between face-to-face and collective performance of identities, which is new in event 
studies. Related to this are the concepts of temporary majorities and visibility, which 
are of important in studying events for and by minority groups. Viewing these events 
through the lens of temporary majorities and collective performance, helps to under-
stand the dynamics and value of these events on different levels, such as (1) increas-
ing the external visibility of a minority group, which can draw attention to specific 
issues and causes, (2) establishing internal bonding of the group and (3) creating 
pride and confidence for individual participants.

Another theme explored during this study is the tension between the extraordinary 
and the everyday. Existing studies have often been based on definitions of events 
that describe events as out of the ordinary (e.g. Falassi, 1989; Getz, 1989; Goldblatt, 
2011; Jago & Shaw, 1998; Morgan, 2008). This makes the extraordinary a largely 
unquestioned goal for events, which are positioned as the opposite of everyday life. 
This study contributes to a more complex conceptualisation of the ordinary charac-
ter of events. On the one hand, this study underlined that events need to be per-
ceived as out of the ordinary. The extraordinary dimension of events draws attention 
to the event and attracts visitors. Moreover, an extraordinary setting is important for 
rituals to occur, creating a state of liminality (Turner, 1979) and the formation of a  
temporary community. In this sense, this study confirmed earlier studies  



CONCLUSIONS
CHAPTER 6

181

(e.g. Jaimangal-Jones, Pritchard, & Morgan, 2010; Wu, Li, Wood, Senaux, & Dai, 
2020). Moreover, experiencing events as the opposite of everyday life gives people 
the opportunity to explore different parts of their identities (Ronström, 2011). 

On the other hand, while acknowledging the importance of the extraordinary char-
acter of events, this study also found that the dichotomy between the extraordinary 
and the everyday life, did not extend to processes of community construction in 
events. As already identified at the start of this thesis, positioning events as the 
opposite of everyday life, downplays the role of events in social and communal 
processes. Even though events need to be ‘out of the ordinary’ for ritualistic purpos-
es, in order to establish a long-term effect, events need to spill over into everyday 
lives. This leads to an apparent paradox of events – they need to be extraordinary to 
attract attention and participants, but also ordinary enough to be seen as part of the 
community.

By applying the performance approach, it became clear that “the extraordinary” 
was actively performed by the participants, who took their everyday background 
assumptions and mindsets with them. Therefore, performance turned out to be a 
means for bridging the extraordinary and the everyday and resolving the event para-
dox. The extraordinariness of the event is transformed through performance into an 
ordinary (and therefore accepted) part of everyday life. This process of performance 
makes it possible for the event practices to spill over into the everyday lives of the 
visitors and the community. This spill over was facilitated by interaction ritual chains 
and the connection of practices.

Studying the spill over of the event into the everyday lives of visitors, is very impor-
tant in studying the social value of events. Defining events as out of the ordinary, 
instead of more blended with everyday life, is directly linked to another common 
assumption in studying events: regarding events as escapism. This study has shown 
that the event and the realm of the everyday are interconnected social spaces 
where the flow of creativity and ideas is generated through the performances of the 
participants. The escapist view of events downplays this role and the meaning of the 
event for participants and the community. Instead of taking a break from everyday 
life, this study indicates that events can function as an integral part of the social lives 
of people.

Finally, this study has generated new insights into the online interaction of event 
visitors. Previous studies of online interaction have often taken the event organisers 
perspective, focusing on the online opportunities for creating event experiences 
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and engaging people with the event (e.g. Calvo, & San Salvatore del Valle, 2014; 
Morey, Bengry-Howell, Griffin, Szmigin, & Riley, 2016). These studies conclude that 
many of the online practices that occur around events are outside of the control of 
event organisers and are viewed as missed opportunities for value creation. From 
the community and visitor perspective taken in the current study, however, we have 
constructed a typology of online interactions of visitors before, during and after the 
event. This shows that value is being created for individual participants and commu-
nities, even if these processes occur outside of the organisers’ view. 

6.5 
Critical reflection and limitations

This PhD study involved several choices concerning methods as well as theoretical 
directions. These choices opened up opportunities, but they also created some 
limitations as well.

6.5.1  The selection of cases

At the beginning of the study, the research design was changed from a single case 
design to a study of three cases. This change resulted in more possibilities for com-
paring event practices and rituals, which eventually led to the typology of events 
and online practices. A single case would not have provided enough information 
to make this typology. However, including more cases also implied that the original 
idea of studying the developments of the community, including multiple interviews 
with the same informants and a netnography extending over several years, had to 
be abandoned. The focus of the study became the different combinations of ritual 
practices and the movement of the interaction ritual change from an offline to an 
online context. 

The selected cases were considered information rich (Patton, 1990), because they 
met several criteria: they were plausible nodes in a hybrid community, they were 
international events, and they involved co-creation and bottom-up developments. 
Furthermore, Collins’ (2004) rituals ingredients were clearly distinguishable, even 
though the themes of the events were very different from each other. Overall, the 
selection of cases has led to very interesting conclusions. But it is important to rec-
ognise the way that the choice of cases affected the results. 
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The selection criterium that the cases were plausible nodes in a community made 
it possible to zoom into the processes of community construction. However, this 
also implied that events that did not seem to have a community were not included 
in the study. This is a limitation which also means that the chosen events are not 
representative for all leisure events. It is likely that many leisure events will not have 
long lasting effects on community building. The question why some events stimulate 
community and others don’t is outside the scope of this study but could be an area 
for further research. 

The aim of this study was on theoretical generalizability, which implies that the 
findings can be used to construct and refine theories which can then be applied in 
other contexts. The choice of cases led to highlighting several aspects. For example, 
the Redhead Days was a very unusual event, celebrating a bodily feature. This case 
allowed for concepts like temporary majority, collective performance, and visibility to 
emerge, which became important conclusions of this study. If other cases had been 
chosen, the study would most likely have taken a different direction. 

Practical considerations led to selecting events that were staged in the Nether-
lands. And even though all events attracted an international audience, they were 
organized in a Dutch context, and there was an overrepresentation of Dutch visitors. 
This gives the study a Dutch perspective, also because the researcher is Dutch. 
Moreover, even though the respondents were selected purposefully (Patton, 1990), 
language was an excluding factor. All interviews were conducted in English and 
Dutch. Event participants who did not speak these languages were not involved in 
the study.  

6.5.2  Position of the researcher

The position of the researcher in the study developed over time. At first the re-
searcher was a complete outsider of the events and the communities. The re-
searcher had not been involved in or visited the studied events before conducting 
the study and did not share the common interests or features of the communities 
being studied. During the course of this research, this position changed slightly, 
and especially through the participant observation, the researcher was sometimes 
treated more like an insider by the organisers and some of the regular visitors. This 
provided good opportunities to obtain insider knowledge, but it also raised the issue 
of subjectivity. Although subjectivity is a characteristic of participant observation, the 
researcher kept a distance, following Spradley (1980) who states that the participant 
observer is simultaneously insider and outsider.  Being an insider enabled the  
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researcher to feel some of the emotions that the event visitors are feeling, for exam-
ple the excitement of the ritual and the emotional energy. However, the researcher 
kept a certain distance as an outsider and observer and was not involved in the 
event community. 

To ensure and increase the dependability (Lincoln & Guba, 1985) of the results, re-
search assistants (students) were involved in the participant observation. The written 
fieldnotes of the research assistants were not included in the analysis, but they were 
used to verify the researcher’s data.

6.5.3  Time span of the study

This study was carried out over the course of six years and the data were gathered 
during several editions of the events. This caused the data to be rich, but consider-
ing the possible developments within the communities, the longitudinal element of 
the study is still limited. The study reflects a moment in time, which limits the oppor-
tunity to study the developments within the hybrid communities. 

Although the research questions might suggest a linear process, the order of the 
data collection, data analyses and publication of papers was not linear. Several 
incidents (both opportunities and setbacks) caused the process to change. For 
example, in 2016, the organisers of Incubate festival changed their event from once 
a year to three times a year. This was an attempt to save the festival from lack of 
subsidies. Therefore, instead of finishing the interviews of the Redhead Days, the 
data collection at Incubate was expedited, including the interviews. This turned out 
to be a good decision, because in 2017 Incubate festival ceased to exist. 

The data for this study were all gathered from 2014 – 2018, which means that all 
editions of the events took place before the COVID-19 pandemic. At the time of this 
study, events were almost per definition live events, so they logically formed the 
offline part of the hybrid community. Online interactions took place mostly before 
and after the event. However, due to the COVID-19 pandemic, the events landscape 
has changed with the rise of online and hybrid events. These event formats were 
outside the scope of this study, but they present interesting new opportunities for 
studying hybrid communities. The tools developed in this PhD study provide new 
means to study the post-COVID-19 hybrid event landscape.
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6.6 
Suggestions for further research

This study has shown that the processes concerning the social dimension of events 
go far beyond the direct interactions during events. Community value as a result of 
events, involving offline and online contexts, is a very promising research area which 
is still underresearched. This study has highlighted several concepts that should be 
explored further to deepen our understanding about the relationship between social 
interactions during events, and ongoing community value creation as a result of 
these interactions.

6.6.1  Further research based on theoretical concepts

This study has shown that interaction during events involves the performing of 
identities. This is also an important aspect of the social value created through event 
communities. There is more to explore about the factors and circumstances that 
determine if social interactions result in identity construction. This study indicated 
that a change in narrative identities is related to the out of the ordinary setting of an 
event; in an event context, the meanings of social interactions change. But there are 
many other possible factors to consider. For example, many visitors to the Redhead 
Days visited the event individually, which made them connect to strangers, leading 
to out of the ordinary conversations and reflections on identities through storytell-
ing. Further research is needed to understand the processes that create this type of 
value for event visitors.  

Events can have different implications for identity construction, ranging from con-
firming existing identities to changing identities. More research is needed to investi-
gate how the design of events and the type of interactions during events influence 
the confirmation of existing identities or the change in identities. Richards (2015) 
made the distinction between pulsar and iterative events, which have similar influ-
ences on place identities. It would be relevant to explore how this relates to individ-
ual identities. 

A concept that emerged in this study, and deserves more attention is the concept 
of collective performance. The collective performance of identities at events, by 
temporary majorities, and its implications for visibility of individuals and communities 
is a promising research area and very relevant for the emerging field of critical event 
studies (Finkel, Sharp, & Sweeney, 2019; Robertson, Ong, Lockstone-Binney, &  
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Ali-Knight, 2018; Spracklen & Lamond, 2016). These concepts can form a basis 
for studying events involving minority groups, who stage events in which the very 
factors that make them a minority in society, enable them to be insiders in the event. 
The outcomes of this PhD study suggest that celebrating actor-related features that 
are subject to prejudice or stereotypes, increases the collective visibility of partici-
pants. But the longer-term effects of this phenomenon remain a research gap.

Visibility is strongly related to attention, which is another concept that emerged dur-
ing this study. Collins (2004) identified ‘focus of attention’ as one of the key ritual in-
gredients. However, this study showed that attention is not only relevant on a micro 
level as a ritual ingredient, but also on a meso and macro level. Events can bring at-
tention to societal issues, that would otherwise be overlooked. They can also bring 
positive attention to invisible and ignored groups in society. On the other hand, 
the event itself also needs to be visible to attract attention (Richards, 2013) and to 
survive. In this study, Incubate festival was not visible enough to powerful stakehold-
ers, and did not draw enough attention, which led to withdrawal of financial support 
and eventually the end of the event. Further research into these concepts can give 
insights into the long-term effects of visibility and attention processes. Events that 
manage to attract attention and change the visibility of a group could in the long run 
contribute to a positive change in the societal perceptions and reduce inequalities. 

This study has proven that Collins’ (2004) model of interaction ritual chains is a 
suitable basis for studying community development through events. It provides a 
framework to distinguish different rituals during events, which worked very well, also 
because event practices are in essence ritualistic. The study also led to refinements 
of the model to suit the event context. Based on these refinements, further research 
could include a quantitative methodology, to measure the effects of the separate 
elements of the model across different types of events.

However, when studying the way events spill over into the everyday lives of the 
visitors, Collins’ (2004) model also has limitations. Because of the emphasis on the 
ritual itself, the context in which the ritual takes place is not taken into consideration. 
And when the chain of rituals moves from one context to the other, as in this study, 
then this the model is not apt for highlighting the links between different contexts, 
such as the ordinary and the extraordinary, and the offline and the online. These 
links are becoming more and more blended and complex. More research is neces-
sary to understand how rituals are performed in different contexts and how exactly 
they are linked.
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Moreover, the long-term outcomes of the ritual chains on individual and community 
level are not covered in Collins’ (2004) model. This explains why the concepts of 
identities and performance were added in this study. The relation between interac-
tions and community value could benefit from combining Collins’ model with other 
practice approaches like Bargeman and Richards (2020) and Shove et al. (2012). 

6.6.2  The future of events

Due to the COVID-19 pandemic, many events have moved online. As a result of this, 
the event landscape now consists of live events, online events, and hybrid events. 
This change in event formats has raised questions about how events will develop 
in the future. As a result of the rise in online events during the pandemic, some 
perceived advantages of online events emerged, such as their accessibility and the 
absence of physical travel. At first glance, this would suggest that they are more 
inclusive and more environmentally sustainable. This idea, however, is too simplistic 
and requires more research. Online and offline event contexts are inherently differ-
ent from each other, so they involve different practices, which inevitable will lead to 
different outcomes. Therefore, studying events in offline, online and hybrid contexts 
is crucial to understanding the future of events.

Based on the theoretical perspectives and the outcomes of this study, several 
consequences of moving events online can be envisaged, which are worthy of 
further research. Firstly, the results of this study suggest some challenges for online 
events caused by the lack of bodily co-presence. Some important ritual outcomes of 
events, like collective effervescence, require the bodily co-presence of a crowd. For 
some events, this is a core practice. For example, the creation of collective efferves-
cence at music festivals involves bodily co-presence in a live crowd that engages 
in rhythmic entrainment. The creation of emotional energy through these collec-
tive practices is difficult in an online context. There are already examples of online 
events trying to solve this. For example, the dance festival Tomorrowland Around 
The World designed visuals that showed an audience, cheering with the beat of the 
live music. Further research is required to understand the effects of this. It is ques-
tionable whether collective effervescence can be created in an online environment 
because of the lack of physical co-presence. On the other hand, the cheering audi-
ence could also serve as a symbol of music festival experiences, which could lead to 
certain effects for people who know what the representations stand for. This would 
also imply that the experience of online events will be different for people who have 
previously visited the live event, and therefore know the symbols, and others who 
have never attended the live event and visit the online event as a first-time visitor.  
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Secondly, the effects of online events on visibility and attention are very different 
than for live events. In this study, visibility was created through bodily co-presence. 
Creating visibility through and online event requires very different processes. For 
some events, the accessibility will increase through a move online, because certain 
barriers are removed, such as travel distance, visitor capacity and related to that, 
financial barriers. Many online events have a much lower price than the offline ver-
sions and a much higher visitor count. However, there are also examples of online 
communities that actively create new (financial) barriers to outsiders, also for their 
events, to ensure exclusivity. A specific type of these events are the communities 
around NFTs (non-fungible tokens) that need to be bought using crypto currency, in 
order to access events. Online and offline events are attended by people who share 
these NFTs, which are also used as profile pictures in the online communities. This 
creates a new way of dividing insiders and outsiders, based on digital assets. This 
also shows the diversity and complexity of online community events. 

Thirdly, the extraordinary dimension of events, which is important for rituals to 
emerge and for identity construction, will become more complicated for online 
events because they take place in the everyday contexts of the event attendees. 
This is already recognized by some online events, who, for example, create event 
packages that are sent to the homes of the visitors. These packages can be used 
to decorate a room and to make the ordinary context more extraordinary. Also here, 
the event symbols play a key role in constructing the extraordinary context. These 
packages also seem to stimulate visiting the online event together with friends, 
enhancing live known group socialization (Nordvall et al., 2014) during the online 
event, which makes the event hybrid.

All in all, the changed environment has led to new variations of events and event 
practices. Studying these practices in online and hybrid contexts is crucial to under-
stand the changing value of events. 

6.6.3  The future of communities

The changing event landscape, consisting of live, hybrid and online events, also 
raises new questions from a community perspective. What implications will these 
variations have for communities? And how will communities react to the new possi-
bilities of online and hybrid events? 

Communities that have used live events to create togetherness and community 
pride have already seen the consequences of cancelled events as a result of the 
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COVID-19 pandemic. As the different practices through which community is per-
formed are connected (Shove et al., 2012), the absence of offline event practices 
has an impact on other practices. This was illustrated in a study about the cancelled 
cosplay event Dutch Comic Con 2020 (Dockhorn, van Doorn, & Mocanu, 2020), 
which revealed that for some participants, the motivation to finish their costumes 
disappeared in the absence of the physical event. 

Furthermore, following the outcomes of this PhD study, it can be predicted that 
hybrid and online events will enable certain practices and constrain others, chang-
ing the performance of community in these spaces. If communities manage to adapt 
to the new situation, they will be performed differently, and some communities will 
disappear because they are not able to perform community within the new context.
Insights into community construction have become even more relevant by the  
COVID-19 pandemic, which has served as a catalyst for online interaction. In order 
to understand communities in contemporary society, firstly, we need to study the 
different manifestations of community performance in different contexts. And sec-
ondly there is a need to understand how these different contexts are linked togeth-
er. Following Collins’ (2004) Interaction ritual chains, this would mean that besides 
studying the separate rituals in different contexts, it becomes important to study the 
routes of the ritual chains. 

Considering the possibilities of offline, hybrid and online events, as well as online 
and offline community interaction, there are five different routes that the interaction 
ritual can take, leading to five variations of community events. Firstly, there is the tra-
ditional place-based community event, in which community interaction takes place 
offline. Secondly, there are the hybrid communities that use live events as platforms 
for community pride, such as the cases in this study. A third category is completely 
online; online communities that organize online events, such as e-sport communities 
that organise competitions. As a result of the COVID-19 pandemic, two new varia-
tions have emerged: the hybrid event, in which the core event takes place online, 
but which includes offline interaction in small groups, celebrating the online event 
together (e.g. Tomorrowland Around The World), and finally the traditional place-
based communities who started to organise online events to stay connected  
(e.g. an online neighhbourhood quiz). 

In conclusion, the connection between events and communities remains very 
strong, but there is a development of diversification of community events through 
hybridization. Communities are performed and maintained through many different 
practices in different contexts. At the beginning of this study, in 2014, the  
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emergence of hybrid communities around events was the starting point for this re-
search. At the end of this study, the environment has changed, as could be expect-
ed, considering the everchanging nature of communities and the dynamic nature of 
practices. Therefore, the study of the role events play in community construction is 
not finished, but is entering another chapter in the search for new social bonds.
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Introduction
The aim of this PhD project is to understand the role of events in shaping and 
re-shaping hybrid communities in contemporary society. Community practices have 
shifted from traditional place-bound activities to relatively footloose activities like 
events and online interaction. The growing diversity of community practices makes it 
important to analyse the emergence and maintenance of new communities.

In the last two decades, the number of events has increased enormously. For 
example, the number of festivals in the Netherlands increased from 150 in 1980 to 
1115 in 2019 (EM cultuur, 2019). A possible explanation of this explosive growth was 
given by Richards and de Brito (2013), who identified events as primary coordinat-
ing mechanisms for individualised agendas. Instead of a place-bound geographical 
community, events provide a temporary space for social interaction and community 
building, with a feeling of freedom and a sense of belonging. Informal networks 
therefore use events as platforms to build community pride, resulting in hybrid 
communities: communities which incorporate both a virtual and a physical environ-
ment (Sechi, Skilters, Borri, & De Lucia, 2012). However, the mechanisms which lead 
to hybrid community construction through online and offline event practices are still 
under researched. This PhD study contributes to this understanding through qualita-
tive case-study research. 

Theoretical Framework
This study builds on the tradition of researching events as spaces for performing 
community. Many studies have already analysed traditional community events and 
their community value. Several common themes emerge from this literature, includ-
ing the way community events contribute to community and place identities (e.g. 
Costa, 2002; De Bres & Davis, 2001; Derrett, 2003; Finkel, 2010; Jaeger & Mykletun, 
2013; Simons, 2014) and their role in community engagement (Barron & Rihova, 2011; 
Colombo, Altuna, & Oliver-Grasiot, 2021; Li, Moore, & Smythe, 2018; Sakitri, 2018). 
Other studies emphasise the role of events in creating interest-based communities, 
for example through the shaping of identities (Barrière, 2019; Coyle & Platt, 2018; 
Goulding, Shankar, & Elliott, 2002; Johnston & Waitt, 2015; Markwell & Waitt, 2009). 
This current study extends these insights, with a specific focus on the interplay be-
tween the offline and online realms.
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Studies of social interaction at events provide another inspiration for this study, such 
as the work of Nordvall, Pettersson, Svensson and Brown (2014), and Rihova, Buha-
lis, Moital and Gouthro (2013; 2015), who emphasise the different types of interaction 
and value that are created through event practices. A specific approach to interac-
tions at events is viewing them as ritualistic. Several authors describe events and 
festivals as liminal spaces (Turner, 1979) in which temporary communities emerge 
(e.g. Jaimangal-Jones, Pritchard, & Morgan, 2010; Sterchele & Saint-Blancat, 2015; 
St John, 2018; Wu, Wood, Senaux, & Dai, 2020). This PhD also raises the question of 
how and when temporary communities at events are prolonged after the event, in 
online environments.

The rapid technological developments in online interactions and contexts have 
made it possible for event visitors to continue their interaction online. At the start of 
this PhD study, research about events and online interactions was still very limited 
and was focussed on event management (e.g. Calvo, & San Salvatore del Valle, 
2014). However, it was also already recognised that online activities enabled event 
visitors to co-create event festivities (Flinn & Frew, 2014). As this PhD study pro-
gressed, possibilities for online interaction developed rapidly, with the Covid19 pan-
demic as the most recent catalyst.  However, the workings of online event practices 
and their link to the creation of hybrid communities remained a research gap which 
this study aims to fill.

In order to study the relations between event practices, online interactions, and 
community construction, several contexts need to be bridged: (1) online and offline 
practices, (2) individual event experiences and collective community outcomes, 
and (3) events contexts and the daily lives of event visitors. In order to bridge these 
domains that are often studied separately, a theoretical framework was used that 
combines a practice approach (James, Ren & Halkier, 2018; Spaargaren, Weenink, & 
Lamers, 2016; Shove, Pantzar, & Watson, 2012; Lamers, Van der Duim & Spaargaren, 
2017; Bargeman & Richards, 2020) with Collins’ (2004) framework of interaction 
ritual chains, and Goffman’s (1959) performance metaphor. 

Practice approaches are very suitable for studying activities of a blended nature 
(James, Ren & Halkier, 2018; Spaargaren, Weenink, & Lamers, 2016). They focus 
on the actual doings and sayings of practices (Shove, et al., 2012; Lamers, Van der 
Duim & Spaargaren, 2017), which leads to detailed insights into the different social 
processes of hybrid community construction. 
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Practice theory involves a range of approaches focussing on practices (Shove et 
al., 2012). At the start of this study, a leisure practice approach was used, based on 
Giddens’ (1984) structuration theory. This approach had also been applied by other 
Dutch (leisure) scholars, including Bargeman (2001), Van der Poel (2004), and Hover 
(2013). This approach follows Giddens’ (1984) dualistic model, and regards practices 
as produced by actors, but conditioned by systems and structures. Context related 
conditions in this model are the structural, material and time-space circumstances, 
under which the practice takes place (Van der Poel, 2004). In this study, these are, 
for example, the characteristics of the city in which the event is staged. Actor related 
conditions are the resources, knowledge, skills and experiences (Spaargaren, 2003) 
that enable the actors to participate in the practices, and which determine their posi-
tion in the practice. In this study, for example, these include the time and money that 
enables visitors to be present at the event or to buy a VIP arrangement.

An advantage of Giddens’ practice approach is the analysis of both agency and 
structure, which makes it very suitable for analysing practices and their consequenc-
es for the context and the individual. A disadvantage of this model is that the actual 
elements that make up the practice remain unclear. Therefore, in a later stage of this 
study, the practice approach by Shove, Pantzar, and Watson (2012) was used. They 
define the different elements that make up a practice as meaning, competence and 
materials. This approach makes it possible to analyse how practices are constructed 
and how they are connected to other practices. Moreover, by describing practices 
through these three components, Shove et al. (2012) provide a dynamic model that 
can explain how practices emerge, are maintained, and change, as the practice 
components develop.

Another theoretical base of this PhD study is Collins’ (2004) framework of interaction 
ritual chains. The sociology of rituals is very applicable to events because it deals 
with gatherings and crowds. Collins’ framework provides guidance for studying the 
details of what actually happens within a practice (Bargeman & Richards, 2020). 
Collins (2004) links Durkheim’s (1912) macro ritual theory with Goffman’s (1959) micro 
theories on human interaction. His model distinguishes ritual ingredients (bodily 
co-presence, barriers to outsiders, mutual focus of attention and shared mood), 
which have to be present in order to create a successful interaction ritual. As a 
result of a ritual, Collins (2004) describes ritual outcomes (group solidarity, emotional 
energy, symbols of social relationship and standards of morality), which are a combi-
nation of individual and communal benefits. According to Collins (2004), the Emo-
tional Energy obtained from a successful ritual stimulates participants to seek similar 
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experiences, which leads to the creation of interaction ritual chains. A key aspect of 
this study is to analyse how interaction ritual chains move from events to everyday 
life and into online contexts. 

Finally, the concept of performance (Goffman, 1959) was added to the theoretical 
framework, in order to zoom in on the ‘doings’ of the event practices. Goffman’s 
performance metaphor has been applied in tourism and leisure studies by several 
authors (e.g. Edensor, 2000; Hyde & Olesen, 2011; Jaimangal-Jones, Pritchard & 
Morgan, 2015; Larsen & Urry, 2011; Larsen, 2005; MacCannell, 1973, 2013; Platt, 2011; 
Stylianou-Lambert, 2012; Wilson & Moore, 2018 ). Following Goffman’s dramaturgical 
approach, the performance turn implies that people are always metaphorically on 
stage, performing their identities. This is particularly interesting for event studies, 
because it implies an active role for the event visitors, who are often seen as a rath-
er passive audience. Event visitors play an active role in shaping the event and the 
event practices, and at the same time, according to Goffman, they are performing 
their identities, both at the event and in their everyday lives. The performance ap-
proach therefore enables us to zoom in on how people “do” practices at events and 
online and how these performances shape their identities and their everyday lives. 

Research Questions
This study addresses the following research questions:

How do practices and rituals related to events, contribute to the construction  
of hybrid communities?

1. Which interaction rituals can be identified at events, and how do these support 
performance of community? 

2. How do event practices spill over into the everyday lives of the participants to (a) 
influence everyday practices and (b) shape identities?

3. How do (combinations of) online and offline practices during and related to 
events contribute to the creation and maintenance of hybrid communities?
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Methods
This study adopts a qualitative case study design with ethnographic methods, in-
cluding interviews and participant observation. Three cases were selected because 
they were considered information rich (Patton, 1990). The selection of the cases 
was based on criteria that made the events plausible cases for hybrid community 
construction. For example, they all attract an international audience, and they were 
all highly recognised in their fields.

Case 1 
The Redhead Days are the world’s largest gathering of redheads, attracting more 
than 10,000 visitors from 80 countries. The Redhead Days online community in-
cludes more than 90,000 followers of the event Facebook page. The event commu-
nity is formed around the physical (genetic) appearances of the visitors.

Case 2 
Incubate Festival celebrates ‘cutting edge culture’, attracting more than 16,000 visi-
tors from 30 countries. The event developed a co-creative online platform and won 
multiple (inter)national festival awards. Their community is formed around innovative 
art and music performances.
 

Case 3
Elfia is the largest outdoor cosplay and fantasy event in Europe, attracting over 
25,000 international visitors. The event community is formed around cosplay and 
the costumes used by visitors. 

In order to study the sayings and doings of the event practices, ethnographic 
methods where employed. To allow for triangulation, this study was based on both 
interviews (sayings) and participant observation (doings). 

Participant observation took place during several editions of the three events 
and at many different event practises, increasing in intensity and focus. The initial 
observations at every event were very open, followed by observations aided by an 
observation guide based on Collins’ (2004) framework of interaction ritual chains 
and Spradley’s (1980) dimensions of social situations. The observations resulted 
in recorded and written field notes, supported by photographic reports and some 
event related artefacts. 
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Semi-structured interviews were conducted with approximately 20 informants per 
event. The respondents were selected purposefully (Patton, 1990) based on their 
positions within the event rituals (Collins, 2004). By varying the respondents’ posi-
tions, a detailed understanding of the practices was obtained. For many informants 
their position in the event practices was visible during the events, when they were 
recruited as interviewees. Others were recruited during informal talks, because they 
had specific actor-related conditions (Van der Poel, 2004) like event related knowl-
edge, skills and experience. 

The online practices were addressed during the interviews and subsequently 
studied via online observations, which complemented the interview data through 
field notes and archival data. Thematic analysis of the data was undertaken with the 
qualitative data analysis program MAXQDA.

Outcomes
The outcomes of this study are presented in five chapters. Chapter 2 – 4 present 
the outcomes per case, followed by a chapter in which all cases are compared, and 
overall patterns are presented (chapter 5). These chapters correspond with four 
published research papers, which all have a slightly different theoretical focus and 
contribute to answering different parts of the research questions. This is followed by 
a final chapter containing a synthesis of all findings and overall conclusions.

The case study of Incubate festival, as presented in chapter 2, follows the practice 
approach of Van der Poel (2004). It portrays how the event is performed within 
the context of the city, and how the city is performed through the event. This case 
illustrates the complexity of community performance though events and the en-
tanglement of the different practices and contexts. This chapter addresses the first 
research question.

The third chapter presents the case of the Redhead Days, focusing on the (collec-
tive) performance of identities during the event, following Goffman’s performance 
metaphor in combination with Collins’ framework of interaction ritual chains. Pho-
tographing and storytelling are presented as important social practices that facili-
tate the performance of identities. Important conclusions from this chapter are the 
inherent difference between face-to-face performance and collective performance, 
and how the combination of both types of performance contributes to a change in 
narrative identities of the event visitors. This chapter addresses the first two re-
search questions of this study.
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The fourth chapter presents the case of Elfia, analysing the performance of the ex-
traordinary by the event participants. A distinction is made between front stage and 
backstage event practices (Goffman, 1959), both during the event and in everyday 
life. This illustrates how the event spills over into the everyday lives of the visitors 
and vice versa. This study draws conclusions on how the extraordinary dimension is 
actively performed via meanings, materials, and competencies (Shove et al., 2012) 
and therefore is interwoven with everyday life. This chapter addresses research 
question one and two.

The fifth chapter is dedicated to answering research question three. The findings 
of the three cases are combined and analysed with a specific focus on the online 
practices of the event participants. Using a combination of the practice approach 
by Shove et al. (2012) and Collins’ (2004) framework of interaction ritual chains, the 
paper describes how interaction rituals chains move from online to offline contexts 
and vice versa. Different types of online event practices are identified, such as 
connecting practices, recruiting practices and creative practices. This results in a 
typology of online event practices and how they relate to the construction of hybrid 
communities.

Conclusions
In addition to the conclusions that are presented per chapter, the final chapter of this 
thesis draws overall conclusions and presents answers to the research questions. As 
part of the final conclusions, a refinement of Collins’ framework of interaction rituals 
is developed, adapted to the context of hybrid event communities. It is concluded 
that all of Collins’ ritual elements work together in creating community, but they all 
play a different role, which is explained further in chapter 6.

This study concludes that different online and offline event practices also lead to 
different community outcomes. Social engagement and solidarity play an important 
role in creating community value. This is depicted in the final chapter in a second 
typology of event practices, as an addition to the typology presented in chapter five. 
Furthermore, the organisation of the online interaction plays an important role in cre-
ating a safe and comfortable place for communities to interact. However, this study 
concludes that online places themselves do not automatically lead to community 
building, even if event organisers try to co-create these together with visitors.  

This PhD study generates several new theoretical concepts regarding the rela-
tionship between events and hybrid communities. One example, emerging from 
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the Redhead Days case, is the celebration of specific personal traits that constrain 
people in their daily lives, but which enable event participation. This relates to the 
concept of visibility, which works differently in face-to-face performances than in col-
lective performances.  It is therefore relevant in unravelling the paradoxes that occur 
in the social processes of events. The complexity of event processes is also high-
lighted by the dichotomy of the extraordinary versus the ordinary. For events to spill 
over into the everyday lives of the visitors, these two domains need to be bridged.  
The final chapter explains how concept of performance can bridge this gap.

In conclusion, this PhD study has addressed and nuanced some of the common 
assumptions in event literature, such as:

• Event practices do not automatically create community, because practices vary in 
social engagement. 

• Co-creation does not necessarily create community, because it can also have an 
individualistic aim.

• Defining events as out of the ordinary may not be the best starting point for 
analysing social value of events; the concept of performance can bridge the gap 
between events and everyday life.

• Events are not just escapism from everyday life; they can also be a space for 
performing, shaping, and reshaping identities.

This study has contributed to the study of contemporary communities by elaborating 
on the concept of ‘hybrid communities’, which highlights the informal and self-organ-
ising nature of many contemporary communities. 
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Events have traditionally played a role in creating group solidarity and sense 

of togetherness. Whereas originally, these event impacts were place-bound, 

nowadays, events contribute to the construction of complex, location-independent 

communities. These hybrid communities incorporate both a virtual and a physical 

environment, and they are performed through both o�ine and online practices. 

Because of growing individualism and the decline of traditional structures, these 

new informal communities have become more important, and there is a pressing 

need to understand how the physical and the virtual elements of these communities 

relate to each other. 

This PhD study examines the processes that lead to the construction and 

maintenance of hybrid communities, with a specific focus on events and 

event practices.
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