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Abstract 

 
This paper explores (re)configurations in new media communication practices, as they relate to the ongoing 

Covid-19 global pandemic. We anchor our reflections onto the notion of ‘context’, which, following Hanks 
(2006), we understand as both emergent and embedded. Foregrounding context allows for a probing of any 

perceptible shifts and (dis)continuities in the entanglements of time, space, technological environments, and 

language and semiotic choices online.We thereby engage with context from two vantage points, following 

Georgakopoulou’s (2007) practice-based heuristic of contextual analysis, that of ‘sites’ and ‘ways of telling’. 
With regard to the former, we specifically focus on the online/offline nexus. We attest to a process of 

increasing blurring of online and offline contexts, which involves the material and physical worlds framing 

people’s online interactions. As we argue, the pandemic reinforces the need to recognize the material and 
physical in the constitution of context online, by adding the dimension of “compression” (Bolander and Smith 
2020). The physical confinement and regulation of bodies and everyday lives during lockdown has impacted 

online sites, not least because it led to many previously offline activities being compressed into or occurring 

online instead. This leads to our second major perspective, that of ways of telling. We argue that many of our 

established, normative communicative practices that were well-suited to pre-pandemic lives in mobility, have 

changed during the pandemic. These changes are mainly by way of adapting and repurposing existing formats 

rather than coming up with completely novel ones.  

 Overall, our discussion is partly reflective and partly programmatic, in that we attempt to tease apart 

some of the ongoing reconfigurations of context, with an eye to trying to understand the effect they are 

having on where and what we do through discourse online. In this spirit, we also offer suggestions for what we 

might study as discourse analysts, sociolinguists and scholars interested in new media. We have chosen to 

include this programmatic perspective, since, judging by previous experience and research on (dis)continuities 

in language and media (e.g. Herring 2007), it is likely that some of these reconfigurations will ‘stick’ and 
become consolidated (cf. ‘enregistered’), such that they continue to have an impact on our online encounters 

with one another, even if and as the global pandemic continues to change. 
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1. Changing contexts of new media in states of ‘new normal’ 
 

A new normal is a state to which an economy, society, etc. settles following a crisis, when this differs from the 

situation that prevailed prior to the start of the crisis. The term has been used in relation to the financial crisis 

of 2007-2008, the aftermath of the 2008–2012 global recession, and the COVID-19 pandemic [...]” (Wikipedia, 
New normal, emphasis in original, hyperlinks removed).  

 

The Wikipedia page from which we quote here seems to have first been created in August 

2010. Yet an entry on the webpage “English language and usage” (2021) suggests the term 

“new normal” was used as early as 1918, in connection with the first World War. Both entries 
highlight that the “new normal” is not new. The phrase surfaces in times of crises, often of an 

economic nature, as it is part of a discourse of looking forward to, thinking on, or suggesting a 



period of settlement or stasis following an upheaval. In relation to Covid-19, which is the focus 

of this paper, the term “new normal” offers a means to “almost [...] quell any uncertainty 

ushered in by the coronavirus” (Asonye 2020), to suggest a return to a status quo, albeit with 

changes to social engagement (Keogh 2020), that encompasses emergent behaviours at 

“[w]ork, home, and social life” (Twitter 2020).  
For staggering numbers of individuals around the world, such alterations to work, home and 

social life have meant an increase in the use of “new media”, defined as any web-related form 

of communication, and, for ease of reference, used here synonymously with “social media”. 

Despite markedly different ways in which the current pandemic has been managed by 

governments around the world and the persistent digital divide, this increase in new media can 

be characterised as largely imposed. Physical distancing requirements under various forms of 

lockdown around the world saw new media become ever more important for work, 

socialisation and leisure (e.g. from ‘house parties’ to ‘zoom funerals’, especially at the start of 

the pandemic). This upsurge1 in usage has been accompanied by change.  

In her attempt to characterise the diversity of discourse in Web 2.0, Herring (2013) 

differentiates between the “familiar”, the “reconfigured” and the “emergent”. In this 

taxonomy, the familiar refers to phenomena that have carried over from Web 1.0 into Web 2.0 

environments without much change (e.g., email); the reconfigured to those which are adapted, 

reshaped and realigned by and in response to new environments (e.g., blogs); and the 

emergent to those that did not exist prior to Web 2.0 (or at least not at any level of public 

awareness) (e.g., social networking sites) (Herring 2013, 1). For Herring (2013, 1), this 

classification offers a means of engaging with the question of “why particular discourse 
phenomena persist, adapt, or arise anew in technologically mediated environments”.  

From an analytical point of view, the endeavour to tease out changing practices within new 

media as part of the Covid-19 disruption (‘the new normal’) undoubtedly warrants empirical 

analyses. However, in the first instance, there is also merit in resisting the temptation to chase 

up the ever shifting landscape of digital practices, as the pandemic is unfolding. Taking a 

historicised approach to new media and, in the spirit of Herring’s (2013) question we quote 
above, we thus wish instead to reflect upon how we might best work toward accounting for 

why particular new media discourse phenomena have persisted, adapted or arisen in relation 

to Covid-19. Such an approach allows us to establish continuities and discontinuities instead of 

leading us to a perhaps over-stated focus on the novelty of certain phenomena. As our point of 

entry into the study of pandemic-related reconfigurations of our ways of being and interacting 

online, we employ the notion of context, a seminal concept in the discourse and sociolinguistic 

analysis of communicative practices. As we will show, foregrounding context allows for a 

probing of any perceptible shifts and (dis)continuities in the entanglements of time, space, 

technological environments, and our language and semiotic choices online.  

A contextual analysis of such entanglements seems especially important, not least because 

changes to the ‘online-offline nexus’ (Blommaert & Jie 2020) have been ongoing for some time. 

Even before the pandemic, social presencing was being consolidated as based not on physical 

 
1 For figures that show the increase in social media usage, see https://www.comscore.com/Insights/Blog/Revisited-Media-

Consumption-during-the-Coronavirus-Pandemic; https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2020/04/07/technology/coronavirus-

internet-use.html; https://www.jpmorgan.com/global/research/media-consumption 

https://www.comscore.com/Insights/Blog/Revisited-Media-Consumption-during-the-Coronavirus-Pandemic
https://www.comscore.com/Insights/Blog/Revisited-Media-Consumption-during-the-Coronavirus-Pandemic
https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2020/04/07/technology/coronavirus-internet-use.html
https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2020/04/07/technology/coronavirus-internet-use.html


proximity but on participation (i.e; physicality no longer being closely associated with sociality) 

(see also Markham 2020). Closely related to this change, it is by now well-recognised that 

establishing and identifying context online poses some serious challenges, both at the 

methodological and at the analytical level. These are particularly pronounced, given the 

complicated and dense interconnections of the deictic elements of time, space and people, in 

the ways in which online worlds interact with offline worlds. Such challenges have to do with, 

among others, the phenomenon of context collapse2 and media affordances3 of distribution 

and scaleability of content (e.g. Blommaert et al 2020; Georgakopoulou 2017). Media 

affordances are conducive to an indeterminacy regarding what constitutes an immediate, 

situational context for an activity online and how its recontextualizations, often across sites, can 

be best tracked and delineated. In similar vein, the difficulties in transferring concepts 

developed for the contextual study of face-to-face communication to the online are also well-

recognised and a reworking of established paradigms to this effect is in process (e.g. see online 

conversation analysis; Meredith 2019; Paulus, Warren & Lester 2016).  

In this paper, we attempt to provide a point of entry into the scrutiny of current 

reconfigurations of contexts online, by following Hanks’s (2006, 121) view of “context [a]s a 
theoretical concept, strictly based on relations”. This perspective is alluded to in the title of this 

section – Changing contexts of new media in states of “new normal” – which recognises that 

there is “no ‘context’ that is not ‘context of,’ or context for’” (Hanks 2006, 121). In exploring 

changing contexts of new media, we attempt to bring together as well as co-examine particular 

specific time-space settings that frame individual and collective encounters online during the 

Covid-19 pandemic (micro), whilst also recognising the relevance of the framing of these in 

broader, more global and situation transcending developments (macro). The micro and macro 

are subsumed, respectively, in Hanks’ (2006, 121) notions of “emergence” and “embedding”. 
Whilst analytically separated, these should, however, not be understood as dichotomous, and 

we use them in this paper as a means of taking different perspectives.  

The micro, then, steers our attention towards discourse stemming from “production and 
reception as ongoing processes”, and thus toward a focus on “context as phenomenal, social, 
and historical actuality” (Hanks 2006, 121). On the other hand, the macro foregrounds a focus 

on the ways in which these processes relate to others, at different times and in different 

spaces. It facilitates a consideration of “the relation between contextual aspects that pertain to 
the framing of discourse, its centering or groundedness in broader frameworks” (Hanks 2006, 

121). In line with Hanks’s focus on the duality of emergent and embedded relations, we 

propose that a discussion of changing ideas of contexts of new media engagements over time 

(macro) should co-occur with a focus on particular reconfigurations of “sites” (micro) 

(Georgakopoulou 2007). This involves critical engagement with the question of ‘where’ new 
media practices are perceived to take place and how thinking on the connections between 

online and offline spaces has changed in scholarship over time (Section 2). Against this 

backdrop, we attest to a process of increasing blurring of online with offline spaces which 

means that the context for discourse online is not solely online, but it also encompasses the 

material, physical worlds framing people’s online interactions. As we argue, the pandemic 

 
2 I.e., the potentially diverse, multiple and unforeseeable audiences of posts on social media (Wesch 2008) 
3 I.e., .the perceived possibilities for users’ actions but also constraints (Barton and Lee 2013, 27). 



reinforces the need to recognize the material and physical, by adding the dimension of 

“compression” (Bolander and Smith 2020). Historically, compression in the relationship 

between the online and the offline mainly involved a collapse of time and space boundaries and 

zones, resulting in the capability of connectivity of dispersed users across the globe. During the 

pandemic, however, this online-offline nexus has acquired new dimensions, as the physical 

confinement and regulation of bodies and everyday lives resulted in many previously offline 

activities occurring online and in established socialization routines that accompanied them 

either being dispensed with or adapted and transferred. We discuss this shift and its 

implications in Section 3. This leads us then to our second vantage point of looking at 

reconfigurations of context, that of ways of telling. We specifically draw on Georgakopoulou’s 
(2007) heuristic of ways of telling, sites and tellers as a point of entry into the contextual 

analysis of (storytelling) communicative practices. These three separable but interconnected 

layers of communicative practice allow analysts to identify relevant aspects of context and to 

forge links amongst linguistic and other semiotic resources, the environments in which they are 

embedded, and the communicators involved. In our discussion of ways of telling, we argue that 

many of our established, normative communicative practices, that were well-suited to pre-

pandemic lives in mobility, have changed during the pandemic but mainly by way of adapting 

and repurposing existing formats, rather than coming up with completely novel ones (Section 

4).  

Overall, our discussion is partly reflective and partly programmatic: we attempt to tease 

apart ongoing reconfigurations of context, with an eye to trying to understand the effect they 

are having on where and what we do through discourse online. In this spirit, we also offer 

suggestions for what we might study as discourse analysts, sociolinguists and scholars 

interested in new media. We feel this perspective is warranted, since, judging by previous 

experience and research on (dis)continuities in language and new media (e.g. Herring 2007), it 

is likely that some of these reconfigurations will ‘stick’ and become consolidated (cf. 

enregistered), such that they continue to have an impact on our online encounters with one 

another, even if and as the global pandemic continues to change and eventually cease.  

 

 

2. Complicating ‘context’ in new media practices & in sociolinguistics  
 

The reconfigurations we have witnessed, found out about and reflected on over the past one 

and a half years in relation to Covid-19 can and, indeed must be seen, as embedded in changes 

to context which are ongoing and which have history. These changes in context are precipitated 

by an amalgamation of developments in practice, technology, and perspective, all of which 

variously feed into and influence one another. As argued by Bolander and Locher (2020) (see 

also Bolander 2019), a steady complicating of context is the result not just of older ideas being 

discarded, but of an adding of perspectives and “entry points into a web of [...] spatially and 
temporally situated experiences, connections and relations” (Heller, Pietkäinen and Pujolar 
2018, 47).  

 In Androutsopoulos (2006), these changes are envisaged as “waves”. Androutsopoulos 
(2006) delineates three such waves of research, which are suggestive of: 1) a shift away from an 

overemphasis on the medium; 2) to a progressive acknowledgement that both technology and 



social “facets” (Herring 2007) of context are relevant for emergent language use; and 3) to an 
enhanced focus on ideas of linguistic variation, identity and performance, which foreground 

user creativity, agency and action. Whilst dating changes is notoriously difficult, a review of the 

literature with an eye to paradigm shifts suggests the emergence of a fourth wave, spanning 

back to at least the 2010s. This wave is indicative of a shift in perspective on the relationship 

between online and offline spaces; one which sees media-saturated contexts as characterized 

by porous boundaries, blendedness, multi-layering, and a simultaneity of space and time that is 

realised through multimodal practice.  

 This means that the sites (i.e. social spaces, inhabited places) where we and others engage 

in practices (individual, group, ideational and relational) can no longer be confined to singular 

online locales. Instead, users can and often post across multiple online spaces. The increasing 

media convergence and the features that social media platforms constantly roll out, afford 

increasing opportunities and facilities for cross-platforming. But in addition, users always also 

post, act, emote and interact online whilst being anchored, in the sense of being materially and 

physically (co)-present, in offline spaces. The need to reflect upon this “polyfocality” (Jones 
2004) of online and offline contexts and, by extension, on the very meaning of and relationship 

between online and offline practices is illustrated in Jones’s (2004) observations of his freshers’ 
composition class at City University of Hong Kong:  

 

It is an open secret in my freshman composition class at City University of Hong Kong that 

most of the conversations taking place in the computer-equipped classroom are with 

people who are not present and about topics totally irrelevant to English composition. It is 

not that the students are not listening to me or completing the tasks I assign to them. But, 

as they work on in-class writing [...], and listen to me lecture them about the features of 

academic writing style, they are at the same time chatting with friends, classmates, and 

sometimes strangers using the popular chat and instant-messaging software ICQ. (Jones 

2004, 21) 

 

Jones’s observations speak to the multiplicity within and across offline and virtual spaces. 

Numerous in-class tasks co-occur, intertwine and are compressed within virtual chats, which, in 

turn, take place with both physically co-present and non-co-present individuals online. The 

example thus foregrounds both the need to ask and the challenge of answering the question of 

whether these students are chatting while studying or studying while chatting (Jones 2004). Or, 

at a more theoretical level, of whether the lesson is the “text” or the “context” for other 
practices and pursuits (Jones 2004, 21), and derived from this, the question of where new 

media practices can and are taking place, and by extension how and why this might be the case.  

 In his engagement with the meanings of context, Jones (2004, 25) draws on and adapts 

Goffman’s (1971) notion of “Umwelt” or ‘surrounds’, to mean “not just the multiple 
communicative possibilities offered through the computer screen, but also possibilities offered 

by other communication technologies that might be at hand (telephones, pagers, televisions, 

radios, PA systems, and so forth) as well as those offered by other physically co-present 

individuals.” From this perspective, communication should not be assumed to take place in 
“focused environments” (Goffman 1963) that “involv[e] clear and discernable primary 
involvements”. There may, instead, be multiple involvements and investments of differing 



degrees of primacy, with communication skipping “among multiple ‘attentional tracks’ 
(Goffman 1963) which sometimes intertwine and sometimes do not” (Jones 2004, 27). Drawing 
on the well-known image of the face and vase, “figure” and “ground” are neither binary nor 
unifaceted (Jones 2004). We further specify this below, when we turn to look at the ways sites 

are being reconfigured in relation to Covid-19. To return to the terminology introduced in 

Section 1, these emergent micro reconfigurations thus need to be seen as part of or embedded 

in broader, ongoing changes to the relationship between online and offline. This safeguards us 

against over-stressing the novelty and emergence of pandemic-related practices to do with 

online communication. 

 

 

3. Reconfiguring sites: The offline and online space nexus in the pandemic  

  

Focusing on sites means engaging with both the here-and-now social spaces and inhabited 

worlds in the construction of discourse, as well as with the invoked, (re)imagined and reworked 

ones (Georgakopoulou 2007). Online environments very much fit this conceptualization of sites 

as inhabited, practiced, lived, and experienced. But also as architectured and algorithmically 

designed socio-technical spaces that come with affordances and conventional links between 

their architecture and users’ communication purposes and self-presentation modes 

(Georgakopoulou 2016).  In addition, as platform studies have amply demonstrated (e.g. Beer 

2009), online sites are ideologically-laden, engineered with specific assumptions about who the 

intended users are or should be, and what the sites should be used for and by whom 

(Georgakopoulou 2019; Tagg & Seargeant 2016). They have built-in algorithmic preferences and 

biases part of which are mechanisms for quantifying and in many cases monetizing users’ data 
and overall behaviour. This means that users’ communicative practices do not develop in a 
vacuum. They rather develop in a constant dialogue with the affordances of an online 

environment and its prompts or directives for specific modalities (e.g. Jovanovic and Van 

Leeuwen 2018). As a result, some types of action and behaviour are promoted at the expense of 

others and similarly, some type of content is being prioritized and valued more by the 

algorithms of a given site (for details on how this affects communication, see Georgakopoulou, 

Iversen and Stage 2020). The reconfigurations of sites are thus viewed by us as developing at 

the intersection of media affordances with users’ communicative practices.  
Much research has stressed the role of new media in providing opportunities for 

connections across times (notably time zones) and geographical spaces between both people 

who know each other/are connected (e.g. transnational families, ethnic groups) and between 

people who come together and get to know one another around shared interests, often in 

transient constellations (cf. the term ‘affinity spaces’, Gee 2005). Such time/space 
compressions, closely linked with the advent of the Internet and subsequently of social media, 

and famously hailed by Mark Zuckerberg as maximizing the potential for connecting and 

allowing users ‘frictionless sharing’, are being reconfigured under Covid-19. Specifically, such 

reconfigurations are linked to localized compressions and migrations of offline into online 

spaces. As discussed in Section 2, particularly in relation to the fourth wave, this is not new in 

quality. However, these reconfigurations are new in magnitude and dimension. Particularly, 

these are related to the need under isolation and physical distancing rules to use new media for 



a greater number of personal and professional engagements. We can think of the blurring of 

the online-offline spaces then as a squeezing into the screen of offline spaces, a shrinking of 

both the range of activities typically associated with offline spaces and the range of offline 

spaces required to conduct them. This in turn results in online spaces expanding on their 

functionalities and inhabited practices, becoming ever more ubiquitous in everyday life. 

Some of these online-offline reconfigurations are discussed in Bolander and Smith (2020). 

Drawing on their personal experiences as mothers, friends, daughters, scholars and employees 

during succeeding waves of lockdown in Melbourne and Auckland in 2020, the authors employ  

collaborative autoethnography in an attempt to make sense of changes to context. They do so 

via the perspective of “time” and a discussion of what they describe as “[t]ime across the lines”. 
As highlighted in the following two autoethnographic vignettes, the idea that online and offline 

contexts are bleeding into one another is used to suggest a compressing of offline practices into 

online ones: 

 

Harvey (1989) tells us that “[i]ndividual biographies can be tracked as ‘life paths in 
timespace’” (p. 211). Listen to what he says next: “[. . .] beginning with daily routines of 

movement (from house to factory, to shops, to school, and back home again), and 

extending to migratory movements over phases of a lifespan” (p. 211). But you and I are 
mostly doing all of this at home, online, like others who are privileged enough to be working 

from home. Perhaps, the fact that these movements have become more virtual and less 

physical affects how we are now experiencing time, and in turn, our very sense of self? I 

think what we’re suggesting in our many virtual conversations is that there’s a real link 
between changes in our individual biographies of time and the spaces in which we’re living 
under COVID-19. And that these spaces can’t really be distinguished as online or offline—
they’re bleeding into each other, so that they’re both. (Bolander and Smith 2020) 
 

I think we’re pretty used to this idea of the online being an extension of the offline. But I 
think what we’re demonstrating through the sharing of our experiences is that many offline 
practices have now become compressed into online ones. (Bolander and Smith 2020)  

 

 

Indeed, this movement from “house to factory, to shops, to school, and back home again” was 
for Bolander and Smith (2020), like for many privileged enough to keep their jobs (and work 

from home), almost only online. As physical spaces and the movement of the body in them 

were regulated, especially during lockdowns, confinement in domestic spaces implicated an 

unprecedented infiltration of the professional into the domestic, on the one hand, and, on the 

other hand, of new inter-animations of the leisurely with the domestic.  

In the following autoethnographic vignette by one of the authors (Brook), office and street 

blend, and the professional is integrated into physical leisure activity: 

 

During metropolitan Melbourne’s extensive lockdown in 2020, there was not much to see 
on the hilly roads adjacent to one of the author’s homes, nestled just below the bush. One 
of her most regular sightings during this period was of a middle-aged man speed walking 

down her street, wearing headphones to help him conduct work calls. Sometimes he came 



around the block and onto her street a couple of times, perhaps when he had a longer call 

to make or multiple calls. The author spent a lot of time on the driveway, with her toddler 

during this time, and this man came to form part of her visual memory of the lockdown 

experience. Viewed from the author’s perspective, her street seemed to form part of his 
office. This seemed to be backed up by her own experiences, as she, too, regularly took her 

office with her as she moved within her permitted 5km radius: mostly on zoom, less often 

via Whatsapp or Messenger; sometimes with camera, sometimes without; online and 

offline in different spaces, perhaps even time zones, at the same time.  

 

In thinking about emergent compressions of offline into online spaces, we are reminded of 

Gergen’s (2002) notion of the “absent presence”: The idea that increased availability and usage 

of media technology (in his example, mobile phones as they were becoming more widely used) 

leads to situations where someone is physically present but “rendered absent” by being 
engaged elsewhere. The examples of life in the pandemic quoted above speak to this idea of 

“absent presence” but in a reconfigured way. Perhaps they turn the notion on its head, as we 

might speak here instead of a “present absence”? Indeed, it is not so much that the movement 

from “house to factory, to shops, to school, and back home again” used to be solely offline, pre-

pandemic, but that some elements of it were. During the lockdowns described by Bolander and 

Smith (2020), more of this had been compressed online, meaning people’s homes stayed 

houses, but also morphed and were partitioned into factories, shops and schools.  

 As a result of this compression, the spaces we ended up inhabiting on social media arguably 

became more varied, as certain platforms have experienced a surge in popularity and use 

during the pandemic. A case in point is Zoom which quickly rose in prominence as the site par 

excellence for workplace staff-staff interaction, meetings, and teaching and learning. Tik Tok 

was also the big winner of lockdown social media engagements, and it is notable that that 

newly found popularity has not waned since.4 Looking across our own experiences as 

researchers and educators, we also note a reconfiguration of synchronous and asynchronous 

modes on platforms used for teaching and meetings, accompanied by a revitalisation of the 

asynchronous. As lockdowns across the world impacted the ability of international students to 

travel, for example, asynchronous teaching tended to take priority over synchronous, and at 

the same time, synchronous teaching relied much on asynchronous communication, for 

instance, pre-recorded lectures. The near-synchronous also became ever more prominent in 

teaching interactions, with contributions on chat being a preferred mode of communication for 

many students, for a variety of reasons, ranging from convenience, avoidance of data-intensive 

communication (e.g. with camera on), confidence in articulating something that has been 

thought through more than when uttered in verbal terms, and so on. We could even take a step 

further and speculate that the popularity of chat modes for teaching and learning is related to 

the ease involved in the transportation and recontexualization of well-rehearsed and practised 

modes of communication in other new media sites (e.g. chat on Messenger or on Whatsapp) 

onto formal, professional environments. Reconfiguration, in this case too, is a matter of a close 

link between communicative norms and practices with the affordances, purposes and 

functionality of mediated environments. 

 
4 https://www.thedrum.com/opinion/2020/05/27/how-tiktok-thrived-during-coronavirus-and-will-it-last.   

https://www.thedrum.com/opinion/2020/05/27/how-tiktok-thrived-during-coronavirus-and-will-it-last


  The unprecedented increase in the breadth and use of social media at least in the Global 

North has also allowed for a rapid movement of both official and unofficial information about 

Covid-19 across different time/spaces through various forms of new media (Twitter, memes, Tik 

Tok, Facebook groups). This has included the dissemination of health-related messages from 

official sources through for example Tik Tok, alongside the propagation of fake news affecting 

perceptions of risk (see Tagliabue, Galassi and Mariani 2020). Documenting the shifts in the 

norms and production of genres hitherto associated more closely with one or the other end of 

the formal-informal and professional-personal continuum in online environments would, in our 

view, need to be a top priority in the sociolinguistic research agenda on the changing roles of 

new media engagements, as a result of Covid-19. 

  There are challenges, however, in much of the offline being transposed onto the online in 

the current reconfiguration of the online-offline nexus. As the PanMemic manifesto reminds us, 

the mediatization of physical spaces follows on from the spatial confinement and social 

distancing regulation of bodies and interactions (Adami et al. 2020). As a result, the offline 

space during the pandemic began to be defined more narrowly as one’s bedroom, living room, 
window, background, etc. Possibilities for recontextualization and transposability of certain 

content, on the face of it, may become restricted. Similarly, the scope for identities that come 

with specific spatial mobility affordances (e.g. the traveller, the gourmet, the sociable friend) in 

become narrowed down. In turn, not all activities are easily transposable online, especially in 

the case of communities and people who rely on physical contact and proximity (Adami et al 

2020).  

Nor does everyone have the same resources for recontextualizing and transposing. There 

are instead variations in digital literacy, understood, following Jones and Hafner (2012, 12) not 

“just [as] a way of making meaning, but also a way of relating to other people and showing who 

we are, a way of doing things in the world, and a way of developing new ideas about and 

solutions to the problems that face us”. Transposing the offline into online as a result of the 

attempts by governments, institutions and individuals to manage Covid-19 from the perspective 

of digital literacy implicates, then, the need for new practices. This may also necessitate new 

skills and abilities, new ways of thinking and (inter)acting, as well as new communicative 

competencies for navigating the expanded registers range of online spaces, as they have been 

accommodating previously (primarily) offline activities. Consider, for example, a multi-party 

zoom meeting amongst colleagues, which requires the ability to understand the affordances of 

modes of image and text, the need to think about these modes as facilitating and constraining 

different ways of engagement, and the need for colleagues to find ways of re-negotiating 

participation frameworks (e.g. during the use of breakout rooms), and practices of turn-taking, 

speakership and topic control. Whilst context shapes and is shaped by the technological and 

social facets of zoom, and the individual material conditions framing participants’ ways of going 
online, literacy feeds into the shape of this emergent online-offline nexus. In other words, no 

single zoom meeting will afford the same communicative possibilities to its participants since 

use “interacts with individual understandings of technological affordances and the ability to 

implement the technology to achieve ideational and relational aims” (Bolander, in press).  



As the above examples suggest, differences in how social media are being used across 

generations and social groups are still pronounced5. At the same time, it is true that the 

pandemic has created special conditions for shared experiences of social media engagements 

that were uniquely inter-generational, thus straddling the age digital divide. For example, 

viewership of top TikTok videos has been noted as a corollary of families being in lockdown6. 

Site reconfigurations may therefore have affected pre-established digital divide dynamics, 

smoothing over some and accentuating others, but they have by no means obliterated them. 

The fact that we find examples that speak to both bridging and dividing underscores the need 

for a close analysis of the implications of emergent site reconfigurations for meaning-making, 

action and interaction across individuals and social groups.  

 

 

4. Reconfiguring ways of telling  

 

As the examples discussed in Section 3 above show, the compression of offline into online 

practices has implications for the ways in which sites are being reconfigured. Yet, such 

reconfigurations of sites clearly co-occur, coalesce, and are dialectically connected with what 

and how human actors do things across online spaces. In this section, we take a closer look at 

such connections with a focus on ways of telling. In Georgakopoulou’s (2007) aforementioned 

heuristic of ways of telling, sites and tellers, ways of telling encapsulate the communicative 

how. They encompass, in other words, the linguistic and other semiotic resources that are, 

routinely and, often in highly conventionalized, normative ways, mobilized by communicators in 

specific social spaces, so as to perform social actions well-suited to those spaces and to specific 

self-presentation projects, for the tellers, within them. To begin to explore how ways of telling 

have been reconfigured in parallel with the reconfiguration of sites online, we need to first pose 

a series of questions about the impact that physical and social distancing are having on the 

appropriateness of established practices of content sharing and distribution.  

Existing, albeit still scarce, studies have begun to show that users have drawn on familiar 

sharing practices and genres, so as to both register and mobilize affective responses to the 

pandemic: for instance, hashtags quickly collectivized stories about the pandemic and rallied 

networked audiences around rituals (as in the clap for health workers in the UK and elsewhere). 

The surge of memes as a satirical means of relief from the pandemic has also been noted (e.g. 

Aslan 2021). These are cases of users capitalizing on affordances and genres for distributing and 

commenting on, across online sites. But what happens to posting and sharing practices that 

ceased to be fit for purpose, at a time of physical and social distancing? A case in point is the 

pre-pandemic proliferation of ‘on the go’ postings (e.g. as Stories on Instagram) about travels, 
fun outings with friends, celebratory occasions, and so on, which Georgakopoulou (2017) has 

attributed to social media affordances that direct users to sharing their lives as ‘moments’, in 
the here-and-now. This directive for sharing life-in-the-moment inadvertently rendered 

prominent and normative, across social groups and cultures, genres of documenting the 

everyday that depend on users’ physical mobility (e.g. posting on smart phones on the go) and 

 
5 https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2020/04/covid19-media-consumption-generation-pandemic-entertainment/ 
6 https://variety.com/2021/digital/news/tiktok-popularity-covid-1234893740/ 

https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2020/04/covid19-media-consumption-generation-pandemic-entertainment/
https://variety.com/2021/digital/news/tiktok-popularity-covid-1234893740/


on social interaction with friends (e.g. group selfies, shared check-ins; idem). In addition, the 

photographic and (live) video affordances of popular platforms that have designed Stories as a 

feature (e.g. Instagram, Snapchat, Facebook) have consolidated visual modes of narration, 

linking users’ popularity with stories about place (e.g. ‘going/discovering places’, 
Georgakopoulou 2019). There is scope then in the sociolinguistic literature for a scrutiny of how 

storytelling and other discourse practices become re-configured, once they are de-coupled 

from common physical mobility, interaction, and socialization routines. For example, how are 

storytelling practices adjusted, so that users connect with others, express affective stances and 

position their experience in a collective crisis? What sharing genres and formats are emerging 

as salient? Although sharing lockdown experiences would undoubtedly present contextual 

nuance and intersectionality with e.g. social identities, we see charting key-shifts in posting 

forms and practices, as an indispensable first step into an exploration of social media 

communication during the COVID-19 crisis.  

During the first wave of the pandemic, in particular, there was a rise of Tik Tok short videos 

especially, amongst generation Z. These videos served as a means of narrating the lockdown 

whilst also leading to the creation of viral trends about this experience (e.g. videos about ‘living 
with parents’, ‘complaining about the neighbours’, ‘online teaching’). What we find then is a 

reconfiguration and repurposing of here-and-now genres, so as to serve the present-day 

historiography of being spatially confined and to perhaps navigate the socio-cognitive demands 

of feeling absent in physical presence. There is also evidence that the continued use of stories 

for the posters’ self-branding that involves showing a glamorous everyday, which, for instance, 

influencers used to rely on before the pandemic, has had a backlash in terms of highlighting the 

inequalities of Covid-19. In particular, using the feature of Stories to continue to narrate a 

travelling, outgoing, sociable self has, as a rule, backfired, as in the case of the widespread 

critique against Kim Kardashian’s Instagram posts from her birthday party in October 2020 on 
an exclusive island, despite it having been presented by her as low-key and respectful of covid 

regulations7. The phrase ‘tone-deaf posts’ became an oft used, disparaging characterization of 

keeping to ways of telling that might have served pre-pandemic but not any more. 

Georgakopoulou’s ongoing study of how female influencers have altered their practices of 

sharing Instagram Stories during the pandemic is showing a shift of practices in this respect. 

Specifically, the influencers’ self-presentation of ‘imperfect sharing’ that had, even pre-

pandemic, been associated with Instagram Stories, as a way of constructing an ordinary, 

relatable, ‘authentic’ self (Georgakopoulou 2022), seems to be dominating their stories during 

the pandemic, with some formats emblematic of imperfect sharing being on the increase (e.g. 

ugly selfies). Visually, the pre-pandemic tendency of influencers to use simple and minimal 

graphics and no-make up often in unflattering poses, as part of creating an aesthetic of 

imperfect sharing (cf. ‘amateur aesthetic’, Abidin 2018), turns into a dominant mode of self-

presentation during the pandemic. But at the same time, new content appears in stories that 

shows posters being engaged with the issues that the pandemic is putting at centre-stage.  

 
7 https://wwd.com/fashion-news/fashion-scoops/kim-kardashian-40th-birthday-celebration-backlash-memes-

1234648263/https://news.sky.com/story/kim-kardashian-west-faces-backlash-over-humble-luxury-private-island-stay-

12116671The 

https://wwd.com/fashion-news/fashion-scoops/kim-kardashian-40th-birthday-celebration-backlash-memes-1234648263/https:/news.sky.com/story/kim-kardashian-west-faces-backlash-over-humble-luxury-private-island-stay-12116671#The
https://wwd.com/fashion-news/fashion-scoops/kim-kardashian-40th-birthday-celebration-backlash-memes-1234648263/https:/news.sky.com/story/kim-kardashian-west-faces-backlash-over-humble-luxury-private-island-stay-12116671#The
https://wwd.com/fashion-news/fashion-scoops/kim-kardashian-40th-birthday-celebration-backlash-memes-1234648263/https:/news.sky.com/story/kim-kardashian-west-faces-backlash-over-humble-luxury-private-island-stay-12116671#The


An example of this is stories with only textual content that address well-being and mental 

health issues. A case in point from Georgakopoulou’s study is Lele Pons, American-Venezuelan 

social media influencer. A former Viner8, Lele Pons is well-known for the production of goofy 

content and of highly popular Instagram Stories. She boasted the most watched Stories on 

Instagram in the first two years after the feature of Stories was introduced (2016-2017) and is 

still on the top-ten of storytellers. Her stories pre-pandemic were by and large ‘on the go’ 
stories, depicting Lele Pons’s everyday life as that of a mobile individual, in travels, outings with 

friends, social occasions, tours for the promotion of songs and videos, and so on (for details, see 

Georgakopoulou, Iversen & Stage 2020: chapter 4). But as the pandemic kicked in, in particular 

from April-November 2020, on the go stories were radically reduced (54 stories in total out of a 

total of 750 stories posted). Instead, other formats begin to dominate:, 274/750 stories contain 

selfies, out of which 98 are ugly selfies; 106 stories are about mental health and 35 about 

activism, including Black Lives Matter; 93 are good morning/good night stories, while 145 

stories depict exercise routines and 93 are throwbacks. Collectively, these stories reflect on the 

changes that the everyday of Lele Pons has undergone, like those of millions of people in 

confinement. Home-bound activities (e.g. exercises) become part of narrating the everyday. A 

feeling of nostalgia for the pre-pandemic world of normality is evident in the genre of 

throwbacks (e.g. to outings, trips, birthday parties, etc.) which rose in popularity throughout 

the lockdown, amongst influencers and ordinary users alike. Nostalgia and affective responses 

to lockdown were frequently articulated by means of afforded strategies for evoking and 

bringing into the domestic spaces other, aspired to, remembered and longed for, physical 

spaces. Emergent posting practices of ‘places I’d rather be’ on Instagram or a repurposing of 

throwback posts, as noted above, so as to bring in images of places from past travels on 

Instragram, Facebook and elsewhere, during lockdowns, clearly attest to that. Affordances for 

‘memories’ on Facebook were also used as resources for re-posts that allowed comparing and 

contrasting a happier, carefree past of socializing and going places with the here-and-now 

confinement. 

In the light of the above, we can claim that the re-configuration of ways of telling in the case 

of sharing the everyday through Stories mainly involves repurposing the feature and its 

accompanying affordances: Users draw on the platformed feature, tools and functionality of 

Stories, but the communicative purposes that their postings of Stories serve are altered so as to 

suit narrating the new everyday, which is one of physical confinement and social distancing. 

Similarly, the purposes and self-presentation projects that had been served by on the go stories 

and valorized by the platformed directive of sharing-life-in-the-moment, for instance, the 

documentation of a fun life and a sociable person who gets invited to lavish parties, who goes 

to fancy restaurants and so on, at the height of the pandemic, became synonymous with 

transgressions. As a result, notions of public versus private postings began to shift and the 

dilemma of audience selection vs. audience reach, always a hallmark of social media 

communication as a result of context collapse, began to push users toward the privacy end of 

the continuum. This is for instance attestable in the rise of the private function of close friends 

 
8 Vine was a social networking service for uploading short form (6 seconds) videos. 



on Instagram: this feature became very popular during lockdown for posting stories of going to 

parties and violating lockdown rules only for the ‘eyes’ of close friends9. 

 The strategic use of actual and virtual backgrounds is another area that evidences the 

development of (re)configured associations between specific spatial arrangements, 

communication purposes and affective self-presentation modes. For instance, it became 

commonplace and expected to see bookshelves behind academics in zoom meetings. At the 

same time, fun and nature virtual backgrounds seemed to index a willingness perhaps to escape 

the here and now, akin to the functionality of the aforementioned ‘places I’d rather be’. In our 

experience, backgrounds quickly became a talking point, especially at the beginning of an 

interaction, however professional that might be (e.g. ‘I see you are on the beach’). Together 
with the background owners’ response (e.g., laughter, a brief tale about the rationale behind 

the background, a nod, smile, or reference to someone’s else’s background), they formed a 

kind of minimal pair which facilitated and came to stand prior to the more transactional types 

of exchange (e.g., discussion of budgets) that followed.  

The example of backgrounds illustrates a specific intersection between affordances and 

users’ choices. Virtual backgrounds pre-selected by platforms are part and parcel of the 

curation of communication on social media. As such, they ultimately serve as filters, altering 

specific aspects of our self-expression and “straining out certain information while making 

other information more visible” (Walker Rettberg 2014: 32). Pre-selections have been shown to 

direct users to producing specific types of content. In turn, this production is linked with specific 

modes of self-presentation, thus setting limits on users’ creativity and individuality 
(Georgakopoulou 2019). Pre-selections are also routinely accompanied by proliferating style 

manuals and tips for how to conduct communication online whilst using them: unsurprisingly, 

such how to guides are abundant in the case of virtual backgrounds. From types of clothing and 

colour schemes that go well with specific virtual backgrounds to the avoidance of animated 

virtual backgrounds for professional purposes, the routine standardization machinery which 

accompanies social media features is in operation here too10. 

 

 

4. New media beyond the ‘new normal’?: Looking ahead 

 

In this paper, we took as our point of departure the need to historicize the ‘new normal’ vis-à-

vis new media, so as to document continuities and discontinuities in relation to communicative 

practices online, during the period of covid-19 pandemic. This endeavour was broadly 

positioned in relation to Herring’s (2013) distinction between the familiar, the reconfigured and 

the emergent, which served as a point of entry into examining and assessing any shifts in online 

communication. Our engagement with the question of change and degrees of novelty was 

anchored onto the notion of ‘context’ and within it, two vantage points, following 
Georgakopoulou’s (2007) practice-based heuristic of contextual analysis, that of ‘sites’ and 
‘ways of telling’. With regard to sites, we specifically focused on the online/offline nexus. We 

looked at the transposition of practices routinely associated with physical spaces and mobility 

 
9 https://www.independent.co.uk/life-style/pandemic-instagram-close-friends-covid-b1788037.html 
10 https://teachingonline.oise.utoronto.ca/using-virtual-backgrounds-in-zoom 



onto the online and at the implications of this transposition for the online-offline nexus of 

(inter)actions as well as for ways of telling. We showed that the reconfiguration of online 

contexts covers phenomena that speak to the acceleration, amplification and extension of 

specific pre-existing tendencies, on the one hand, and on the other hand, to the re-purposing 

and re-contextualization of established posting practices and genres. We illustrated the latter 

with reference to how the highly popular feature of platformed Stories has been repurposed by 

Influencers during the pandemic. 

The first observation to make in relation to the reconfigurations attested in our discussion is 

that they add more depth and layering to the online-offline nexus that had been in process pre-

pandemic, as social media were gradually infiltrating people’s everyday lives. A focus on the 

contexts that these reconfigurations are embedded in necessitates a focus on how users 

appropriate, exploit and make sense of these changes, as they use social media in their day-to-

day lives. For analytical purposes, such a complicating of online-offline relationships prompts us 

to look back, in parallel with assessing where we are now and with looking ahead.  

In addition to underscoring the need for a collective focus on the past, present and possible 

futures of reconfigurations in online contexts, our examples of repurposing also show us the 

inextricable connections of sites, as inhabited and practised places, with the ways in which we 

present ourselves. These, in turn, have the potential to lead to stereotypic indexical values 

(social range) for persons who recognize or perform specific signs in their practices (social 

domain). In Agha’s terms (2007, 167-170), these two dimensions, i.e. social range and social 

domain, are part of any semiotic register model which seeks to identify repertoires of language 

use in specific contexts and the values that shape their organization and change. From this 

point of view, we would expect any repurposings of ways of telling (cf. semiotic registers) which 

suited the reconfigurations of the online-offline nexus during the pandemic, as described 

above, to eventually lead to some consolidations and normativity in platformed stories (and 

other discourse practices), by adding and creating new dimensions to them. For future research 

on this, Agha’s conceptualization of processes of enregisterment could serve as a useful 
apparatus.  

In Agha’s terms, enregisterment comprises the “processes and practices whereby 
performable signs become recognized (and regrouped) as belonging to distinct, differentially 

valorized semiotic registers by a population” (Agha 2004, 81). This recognition of belonging is 

not a one-off process though, since enregistered symbols, “once formulated as models of 
conduct, undergo forms of further regrouping and reanalysis within social history, thereby 

yielding fractionally congruent variant models, often for distinct populations” (Agha 2004, 81). 
Participants’ reflexive meta-representations and awareness of (new) norms have to be in 

evidence, as part of a process of enregisterment. In the case at hand, the study of the rapidly 

developing metalanguage about modes of conduct in specific online environments, 

characteristic of online life during the pandemic, could provide glimpses of such a process. For 

instance, who amongst zoom users has not heard the phrase ‘you are muted’ or ‘please mute 
yourselves’?  

Naming and language about social activities in specific spaces and about communication 

practices at the heart of our sociality are consequential for how we view self and relate to 

others. They are instrumental for constituting realities. The associations we thereby make are 

important. For example, it has been shown that notions of friendship have over time been re-



programmed on social media environments, as a result of the platformed facilities and modes 

of conduct associated with them, in particular the economy of Like (Gerlitz and Helmond 2013). 

We can assume similar processes for socialization practices (e.g. having a drink, having a 

birthday celebration, professional encounters, etc.) and their accompanying language, that 

have been transposed onto the online during the pandemic. Language and other semiotic 

routines and rituals are an integral part of such re-designation: the aforementioned example of 

‘you are muted’, typically followed by the name of the addressed participant, could be seen as 
such a conventionalized routine and so could hand-waving on zoom, in lieu of hello or goodbye.  

There is much scope in sociolinguistic research for identifying and documenting the 

development of conventional links between personal and domestic space arrangements and 

specific identities, as these are constructed through specific communication choices. 

Questioning how the multi-semiotic resources available to communicators in conditions of 

confinement have been orchestrated into creating “stylistic packages” (Eckert 2001) so as to 
present specific personas, is an important area for the study of language and identities, in 

particular the strand that explores this connection with a focus on the social media 

technologisation of selves. As these connections will gradually be unearthed, it is instructive for 

sociolinguists to calibrate our approach to social media uses and shifts during the pandemic, so 

as to avoid treating everything as ‘novel’ and ‘unprecedented’. Going forward, our focus above 

on historically embedded reconfigurations of context could hopefully serve as a way of 

safeguarding against technological and pandemic-related determinism in studies of the online. 

 

 

------------------------ 
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