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Abstract
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1. Introduction

The use of video-mediated communication (VMC) has become a pervasive
characteristic of contemporary life. Given its technological affordances of going
“beyond being there” (Hollan & Stornetta, 1992) and its ability to stimulate a
“connected presence” (Licoppe, 2004), VMC provides distinct opportunities to
reduce the limits of time and space (McLuhan, 1964) in people’s professional and
private lives. In particular, participating in video calls can be understood as an
accountable activity with specific relational goals (Harper et al., 2017).

An increasing number of scholars have drawn attention to the important role of
VMC in workplace (Due & Licoppe, 2021) and family contexts (Cabalquinto,
2018; Castles et al., 2014; Lim et al., 2016) in our increasingly global world. Most
relevant for our work, VMC has become an important and often omnipresent
activity for families who are geographically separated from each other, either
temporarily or for the long term (Livingstone, 2002, p. 67). How family members
interact with each other across geographical distance and time zones to sustain
their relationships at a distance has become an important research question (e.g.,
Baldassar et al., 2016; Beck & Beck-Gernsheim, 2014; Madianou & Miller, 2012;
Rintel, 2013). For example, in adult sibling relationships, the process of
communicating when apart functions to simply “stay connected” (Hamwey,
Rolan, Jensen, & Whiteman, 2019, p. 2499). People value VMC for long-distance
relationships mainly because of its technological affordances of visibility, or the
possibility to see and to be seen (Madianou & Miller, 2012). As Harper, Warton,
and Licoppe (2017) write concerning the importance of “seeing” in family VMC:
“distributed, fragmenting families solidify themselves not through what they think
when they are separated, but by letting each other see each other’s shape, their
form, their body” (p. 305); the possibility of seeing and being seen enhances the
feeling of being together and engaging with each other in a virtual space.

In this paper, we explore how families manage the affordance of visibility in VMC.
We adopt the methodology of Conversation Analysis to examine one recurrent
activity that happens in our data corpus: instances when people routinely move
out of view and render themselves not visible for remote parties during family
video calls. We ask: how do people manage visibility in VMC? More precisely,
how do they treat moments when there is a lack of mutual visibility? Drawing on
naturally occurring video calls among remote family members, we detail the
empirical practices that people use when managing lapses of visibility in these
calls.

2. Background
2.1 Technological Affordances

VMC technologies present different affordances, or technological capacities
(Anderson & Robey, 2017; Gibson, 1977; Hutchby, 2001) than other information



and communication technologies (ICTs) (e.g., text messages, phone calls): they
allow for the possibility of being able to see and be seen. Fox and McEwan (2017)
refer to this as social presence, or “the feeling that interactants are near and
sharing the same experiences together” (p. 302). Visibility has been shown to be
an important affordance of VMC: it allows people to do collaborative activities
from afar such as “showing” and “sharing” body parts, objects, and domestic
events, achieving a mutual sense of “being together” online (Due & Lange, 2021;
Licoppe & Morel, 2014; Licoppe, 2017a; Searles, 2018).

However, the technological affordance of visibility is not without limitations. VMC
allows for the possibility of visibility, but this is not a “given”, rather, it requires
people’s interactional work in order to achieve because screens are limited in size
and can provide “only reduced visibility” (Nielsen, 2019, p. 192). For example,
people need to work to position themselves within the camera view so that remote
parties can “see” them (Gan et al., 2020; Licoppe & Morel, 2012).

2.2 Orientations to Visibility

Research on visibility in VMC has examined how people orient to problems of
visibility. Some studies have examined the limitations of video view in video calls,
arguing that people orient to the issue of visibility in video calls and treat the
video-mediated interaction as asymmetric (Heath & Luff, 1992; Arminen et al.,
2016; Due & Licoppe, 2021; Hjulstad, 2016). Brubaker, Venolia and Tang (2012)
show that people orient to the limitations of the video frame in VMC in relation to
how it constraints one’s physical behaviour to a limited field of vision.
Furthermore, interactants must work and adapt to the technology, such as
medical professionals who partake in embodied history taking despite a lack of
sensory access (Due & Licoppe, 2021).

Research also shows that people engage in interactional work in order to be
visible in the limited size of frame available in VMC. In video call openings, people
take time to arrange their face and head on screen in order to present themselves
as visible and available for interaction, thus treating being visible as an
accountable component of openings (llomaki & Ruusuvuori, 2021; Licoppe &
Morel, 2012). In particular, Licoppe (2017b) shows that interactants treat
appearances in VMC openings as noticeable, and that when they are understood
as “first” appearances, the projected next action is a greeting. In addition, the
possibility of visibility functions as an important conversational resource for
families interacting in video calls. As Zouinar and Velkovska (2017) find,
interactants may perform “noticings” of others’ environment and what is visible
within the frame of video calls in accomplishing topic shifts. Thus, visibility (or
appearing on a screen) has implications for interaction in VMC.

How people position and hold their camera may also impact visibility. For
example, people may complain when devices shake, or when the remote party
does not frame what they are showing correctly within the camera view (Gan et



al., 2020). Furthermore, when auditory or visual barriers impact workplace video
calls, interactants may produce embodied noticings to orient to these troubles
(Qittinen, 2021). That is, while video cameras provide people with the possibility
of seeing and being seen, video camera angles are restricted and limited. The
limited frame size requires that people are in the camera view if they want to be
seen.

Although the issue of visibility is seen as a critical affordance of VMC for helping
people to sustain their relationships, and studies show how interactants
themselves orient to the limitations of the camera view during video calls, not
many studies have explored how people manage their virtual visual access in
video calls in situ. Thus, we know relatively little about how visibility is treated and
managed in personal video calls. Our research builds on the literature of visibility
in VMC, finding that visibility is not always a main concern for people engaging in
family video calls, depending on the locally ongoing activities. In other words,
people do not orient to visibility at all in certain interactional contexts during VMC.
This is related to what C. Goodwin and M. H. Goodwin (2004) describe in terms
of “participation”. According to them, participation refers to actions demonstrating
“forms of involvement” (p. 222), and people achieve this through a range of
different activities, including embodied participation such as gestures,
orientations, and postures. Following the Goodwins’ insights, we find that in video
calls people can demonstrate their engagement not only by remaining visible but
also by maintaining their participation framework in other ways (i.e., continuing to
talk during a momentary lack of visibility).

2.3 Family Video Call Practices and Activities

Research on family video calls differentiates between two main practices:
“focused conversation” and “open connections” (Kirk et al., 2010, p. 138). They
find that with focussed conversations, the video connection occurs during a
limited time, but for the entirety of a conversation. In contrast, with open
connections, video calls are left on for an unspecified amount of time with no
pressure to talk or remain in the camera view. Similarly, studies have shown that
family video calls may consist of different types of activities: parallel and shared
(Neustaedter & Greenberg, 2011). In parallel activities, interactants do different
activities (e.g., cooking, watching TV) on their own, whereas in shared activities
interactants partake in activities together (e.g., sharing meals, watching TV
together). Importantly, Neustaedter and Greenberg (2011) find that during
parallel activities interactants are not necessarily visible during the duration of the
video call and that “conversation would routinely come and go” (p. 5). In their
research on public Google hangouts, Rosenbaum, Rafaeli, and Kurzon (2016)
find that even though there is the possibility for remote visibility, this does not
“necessarily make participants remain visually—or verbally—engaged” (p. 45).



This research shows how visibility is not necessarily a permanent condition for
video calls; there are types of calls, and types of activities, in which people move
out of view of the screen. However, we do not yet know what makes this a
possibility for remote interlocutors. In co-present interactions, people often
account for leaving a room or place (Goodwin, 1987). We ask, then, how do
interactants treat temporary “leavings” in VMC, and how do “leavers” accomplish
the activity of leaving? In other words, what are the rules for maintaining visibility
in remote family interactions?

2.4 Multiple Involvements

One important finding about how people use technologies is that people are able
to establish simultaneous multi-activity participation frameworks (Kenyon, 2010;
Raymond & Lerner, 2014) to deal with multiple involvements at hand. Prior
research shows that the operation of these multiple involvements varies based
on the type of technology being used. For example, DiDomenico, Raclaw, and
Robles (2018) show that people use nonverbal and verbal techniques to attend
to mobile text summons while simultaneously managing their participation in co-
present conversation. That is, they work to engage in mobile texting and co-
present interaction simultaneously. However, in the context of Skype calls (VMC),
Licoppe and Tuncer (2014) show that people may put the video call “on hold” in
order to attend a summons (e.g., a doorbell, an incoming phone call) to manage
the multiple involvements during a video call, temporarily suspending their
participation in the video call to attend to other simultaneous activities.

The present paper also considers the relationship between issues of visibility and
multiple involvements in video calls. We examine how interactants present
themselves as active participants in video calls with multiple concurrent
involvements while simultaneously managing issues of visibility (i.e., being seen
by their remote co-interlocutors). We know that in family video calls people are
often not “in view” of the camera for the duration of a call (i.e., Kirk et al., 2010;
Neustaedter & Greenberg, 2011), but what do they do when they temporarily
leave the camera view? We also know that people may put video calls “on hold”
to attend to other summons (Licoppe & Tuncer, 2014), but how do they manage
other multiple concurrent involvements and the issue of visibility? Are their
leavings treated as accountable, or can interactants merely come and go as they
please, orienting to the affordances of visibility in VMC as something that is
transient and not always necessary? In focussing on interactants’ orientations to
visibility in these family video calls, we can understand more about how the video
component of VMC impacts remote family communication.



3. Data and Methods

The data in this paper are based on two videorecorded corpora from American
and Chinese families. Both corpora are video recordings of naturally occurring
video calls among family members. In these calls, there is no particular reason
for the call other than to simply keep in touch (Drew & Chilton, 2000). Both
corpora consist of family video calls involving families with very young children
and often include talk between young children and remote grandparents, parents,
and/or aunts/uncles. No instructions were given to the families concerning
specific activities to be recorded. Overall, for this study we examine 76 video calls
from 34 different families, totalling 45 hours of data.

The first data corpus was collected by the second author and contains a collection
of 31 video calls (approximately 15 hours in total) from one American family who
frequently uses FaceTime to communicate with distant family members. The
video calls last from 2 minutes to 40 minutes, with the average call lasting
approximately 26 minutes, and always include Liz (Mom) and her two children,
Stacy (three years, six months old) and Henry (fourteen months old). In this
corpus, the mom and her children use a desktop computer, and they use
FaceTime to call various family members (e.g., grandparents, Dad (who is
currently training for the military), aunts, cousins, etc.) who use either an iPad or
iPhone. The data were collected via QuickTime recordings from Liz’s computer
that captured live video of her computer screen, so the video itself shows what
Liz, Stacy, and Henry can see when they are calling on FaceTime. This corpus
is in American English.

The second data corpus was collected by the first author and contains a collection
of 45 video calls from 33 Chinese families. These video calls are between migrant
parents (who move to cities to work) and their “left-behind” children (who stay in
rural areas to live with their grandparents) (Ye & Pan, 2011). In this corpus,
people use smartphones and the instant messaging app WeChat for video calls.
The calls range from 20 minutes to 65 minutes in length, with the average call
lasting approximately 22 minutes. Child participants are all under three years old,
so the calls always involve caregivers (all caregivers are grandparents in the
data), young children (sometimes there are elder siblings present), and migrant
parents. The data were collected in the grandparents’ locations in rural China.
The recordings were collected with the combination of an external camera and a
screen-capturing application on the grandparents’ phones. This corpus is in the
Chinese Sichuan dialect used in the area of Zigong.!

1 We acknowledge that there are some distinctive features of the two datasets. For example, the
emotional stakes in the two corpora appear to be different: the Chinese data includes parent-
child separation while the American data is mostly about child-grandparent separation (with
some calls with parent-child separation). However, we combined the two corpora for two main
reasons. First, we find that in both corpora interactants react to (in)visibility on the screen in



This study adopts the methods of Conversation Analysis (CA), which examines
the details of social interaction. CA research proceeds in an inductive fashion in
order to identify and analyse candidate phenomena, focusing on interactants’
own orientations within the data (Sidnell & Stivers, 2013). Importantly, just as
Arminen and his colleagues (2016) describe the focus of interactional work on
mediated interactions, our goal is to show how “technologies and media can be
shown to be both relevant and consequential with respect to the sequential
organization of interaction” (p. 292). In particular, we examine how interactants
orient to visibility during VMC.

After noticing that people frequently leave the view of the camera in the data, we
built a collection of instances (N=141) where participants temporarily move out of
the camera view. We define being “out-of-view” as a moment in which an
interactant becomes temporarily not visible to their remote interlocutors, after
which they return (and become visible) to the video frame. Cases were firstly
transcribed using Jeffersonian transcription system (Hepburn & Bolden, 2017),
and then we adopted Mondada’s (2014) transcription conventions to highlight the
relevant embodied actions during the interactions. In particular, in order to show
the process of one participant leaving the camera view, we included relevant
screen shots and put all screen shots at the end of the transcript. The cases
presented in the findings here are representative of our collection as a whole.

4. Findings

In the analysis, we present two distinct ways in which interactants temporarily
move out of view of the video camera (i.e., suspending mutual visibility) during
family video calls. We build upon Kirk, Sellen, and Cao’s (2010) work on “open”
connections, finding that with these “open” connections (where interactants
frequently come and go out of view) people suspend their visibility in video calls
in two different ways depending on their involvement in other activities. First,
when interactants are engaged in multiple concurrent activities, they may
suspend both their visibility (by moving out of view) and their audio participation
(by ceasing to verbally participate in the call while they are out of view). However,
in these instances “leavers” provide announcements when they suspend their
visibility and audio, orienting to the fact that their participation in that moment
relies on their visibility on screen. In contrast, when interactants are engaged in
“open” connections, but with a primary engagement of participation in the video
call, they may momentarily suspend their visibility, but not their audio (or verbal
participation in the call). In these cases, interactants move out of view of the

similar ways. We examine members’ methods (Garfinkel, 1967) to manage these moments of
(in)visibility, and the combination of two corpora strengthens our analysis. Second, we find that
in both corpora (regardless of device use), people orient to people moving out of view. This
mixture of stationary and mobile devices in our data set allows us to focus on the issue of
“visibility” in VMC —how visibility is managed with different technological devices.



screen, but continue talking with the remote interactants, thereby demonstrating
their ongoing participation in the video call.

4.1 Suspending Visibility and Participation

In this first section, we show two cases where “leavers” momentarily suspend
participation in video calls by becoming not visible and also stopping their verbal
participation. With these cases, we show how interactants treat suspending
participation in this way as accountable in this VMC setting: they orient to the
suspension of visual and verbal participation as something that requires
explanation by the person leaving, using phrases such as “hold on”, “| am getting
a coffee”, “I gotta let (the dog) out”, etc. It is pertinent to note that these moments
are not long in duration; oftentimes, interactants are only out of view for a few
seconds, yet they still pre-empt these momentary lapses in visibility and
participation by providing accounts for their remote interlocutors. Both of these
cases occur during calls that are “open” (Kirk et al., 2010) in nature, however, the
interactants still announce their leaving in order to make others aware of their
actions.

In Extract 1, we show a case in which a “leaver” pre-emptively orients to an
upcoming temporary lack of visibility and verbal participation when the remote
parties are engaged in multiple concurrent activities. In this case, Grandma is
talking on FaceTime with Mom, Stacy (three-and-a-half years old), and Henry
(fourteen months old). Grandma is using FaceTime on her iPad while Mom has
FaceTime open on a desktop computer (see Figure 1 for the perspective of the
video-recording from Mom’s desktop).

Figure 1. View from Mom’s desktop: Grandma is on the main screen. From the
very small window on the bottom left corner, we can see Mom and Stacy’s self-
view.
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Stacy has just finished showing Grandma several new dresses Mom bought for
her, and at the beginning of the extract she asks for Mom’s permission to run to
a blanket Mom is setting up for them to sit on in their living room (lines 01-11).
Grandma then produces an announcement (lines 12-14, see Images 1a-1d)
before she starts moving out of view. Here, Grandma pre-empts her forthcoming
lack of visibility and verbal participation in the call by announcing her upcoming
actions.

Extract 1. Pepper

141 Pepper Facetime30_05.50

01 GRA: Ya:y.=

02 STA: *=Can I run? *
mom *puts down blanket*

03 MOM: Can you ru:n?=If you wa:nt.

04 STA: To ( )

05 GRA: Uahhh

06 STA: *I wanna ru:n to i::t. *
mom *sits down on floor facing GRA with HEN¥*
gra *looks off screen to the left-->

07 MOM: You wanna ru:n to wha:t.

08 STA: To ( ) .

09 MOM : To: the bla:nket?

10 STA: ()

11 MOM : Oka:y* go ahead, =
gra —=>%*

12 GRA: =Ka:y, I gotta let Pep- Pepper?

13 I gotta let Gra:cie out

14 I’1l be right #ba:ck.*#
gra *starts to get up -->
fig #fig.la #fig.1b

15 MOM: Pepper wo:w

16 that# takes you ba:ck*#.
gra -->*moves out of view-->
fig #fig.1lc #fig.1d

17 GRA: Okay Gra:ce,

18 STA: Pepper’s a really good-

1b(hne14) 1c(hne16 d (line 16)

There are multiple concurrent activities occurring at the start of this extract
(Goffman, 1963; diDomenico & Boase, 2012); Stacy and Mom are engaged in a
request sequence about a play activity, running towards the blanket, (lines 01-
11) at the same time they are on the video call with Grandma. During this request
sequence, Mom in particular orients herself and her children towards the call with
Grandma: she sets up a blanket on the floor (line 02) and sits down on it with



Henry facing Grandma (line 06). That is, even though Mom is engaged in a side
sequence with Stacy, she demonstrates her ongoing orientation to the call with
Grandma with her embodied behaviors. Grandma, at the same time, is oriented
to something off-camera (presumably the dog), as she looks off screen starting
in line 06 until line 11, when her gaze returns (just prior to her announcement of
her leaving).

After Mom grants Stacy’s request to run to the blanket, Grandma initiates a
sequence with “=ka:y | gotta let Pep- Pepper? | gotta let Gra:cie out I'll be right
ba:ck.” (lines 12-14). This turn is prefaced with a version of “okay”, which
indicates more to come (Beach, 1993). Then there is an announcement of what
she is going to do next (let out the dog, Gracie?). Note that this announcement is
formulated with “gotta”, which implies that this is a task that Grandma needs to
do. It also includes the duration of time needed to complete the task (that she will
be “right” back), indicating that this will be a temporary suspension of her
participation in the video call, which also implies that the other parties (i.e., Mom,
Stacy, and Henry) will be there when she returns and resumes her participation
in the call.

Grandma starts to get up and move out of the camera view just as she finishes
her turn with “back” (line 14). That is, sequentially, Grandma’s announcement
occurs before her actual movement out of view. Furthermore, Grandma does not
wait for a confirmation from anyone on the other end of the call; the
announcement itself stands alone as sufficient in informing the remote parties
what she is doing, and thus why she is leaving the view of the camera. Grandma
also suspends her verbal participation in the call after she leaves; she does not
continue talking with Mom and Stacy while she is gone.

This case shows how, even though there are multiple ongoing activities occurring
on both sides of the video call, as Grandma is not necessarily actively
participating in the call at this particular moment in time (i.e., Stacy and Mom are
discussing Stacy’s play and Stacy herself is looking off-screen), Grandma still
orients to her forthcoming absence by announcing it before she leaves, doing so
just after Mom grants Stacy’s play request, and Grandma herself returns her gaze
to the video call (line 16). In so doing, Grandma indicates her upcoming lack of
visibility and verbal participation in the call, something that she appears to need
to do verbally because of the multiple concurrent ongoing activities (i.e., because
Stacy and Mom are engaged in another concurrent ongoing activity, if Grandma
did not say something they may miss her “leaving” and then potentially inquire as
to her whereabouts when noticing she is gone). Overall, this case shows how
people orient to the contingencies of “open connections” in VMC when there are
multiple concurrent involvements.

2 Note that Grandma'’s self-repair from Pep-Pepper to then Gracie appears to be a self-repair from
the name of her prior (presumably deceased) dog to the name of her current dog
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Next, Extract 2 shows how people account for their leavings even when they are
not the primary interactant in the video call. In this case, Grandma (GMA) and Jia
(two years) are talking with Jia’s dad on video call. Jia’s dad is a migrant worker
who works far away from home, and Jia’s grandparents take care of her. In this
call, Grandpa (GPA) is holding the smartphone for Jia (see Images 2a-2d below).
Grandpa holds the smartphone in front of Jia’s face, thereby orienting to Jia as
the main interactant in the video call with her dad; Grandma is sitting next to Jia
but is not currently actively involved in the call. We show how Grandma
temporarily leaves the view of the camera in line 06 after announcing that she is
going to peel an apple for Jia, even though she is not the current primary
interactant on the call at that moment.

Extract 2. Peel
64_I am going to peel LBC48

01 JIA: ((places apple in front of the screen))#fig.2a
02 DAD:

are you giving to me?

03 DAD:
I won't peel for you
04 (2.4)
05 JIA: ((JIA passes the apple to GRA))#
fig #fig.2b
06 GMA:

[*I am going to peel,right*?]
gma *GMA stands up# and leaves out of the view#
fig #fig.2c #fig.2d
07 (2.6)/ ((DAD smiles))
08 DAD:

are you so greedy?

2a (line 01) 2b(line 05) 2c(line 06) 2d (line 06)

At the beginning of this segment Jia places an apple in front of the smartphone,
thus showing it to her dad (line 01, Image 2a; Searles, 2018). Dad responds by
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asking her, “are you giving (the apple) to me?”, thereby treating her showing as
a “give” action (Kidwell & Zimmerman, 2007), even though they are not co-
present (and he cannot actually physically take it from her). He then continues in
line 03 saying, “l won’t peel it for you”. Dad’s use of “won’t” here is ambiguous;
we do not have evidence to confirm whether Dad is orienting to his lack of
physical co-presence or whether he uses this utterance to indicate that the child
“eats too much” (as we see later in line 08, Dad refers to Jia as “greedy”).
Regardless of which action Dad performs with this turn, we see that Jia responds
by passing the apple to her Grandma (line 05). Grandma treats this passing as
an embodied request, responding by describing her future action (i.e., that she is
going to peel the apple) (line 06), said as she gets up and leaves the view of the
camera. That is, Grandma treats Jia’s pass as an embodied request in lieu of
Dad’s lack of co-presence and ability to be able to actually physically peel the
apple for her, and then accounts for her forthcoming absence. Dad smiles and
teases Jia, “are you so greedy?” (line 08), orienting to her (presumed) desire to
eat the apple as one of gluttony.® Despite the fact that Dad does not respond
directly to Grandma’s account for leaving, his assessment-formatted question
“are you so greedy?” addressed to Jia displays his understanding that Jia is going
to eat again because Grandma has gone to peel the apple for her. With this turn,
the video call continues between Jia and Dad without Grandma’s participation.

Overall, this case shows how Grandma precedes her leaving with an account for
leaving. Before she leaves the view of the video camera, she provides a reason
for why she is leaving, i.e., she is going to peel the apple. Like other calls between
migrant parents and their children, this call is largely focused on the child (Gan et
al., 2020), and the ongoing interaction at this moment is between Jia and Dad.
However, even though Grandma is not a primary interlocutor in the call at the
moment in which she leaves, she still accounts for her temporary forthcoming
absence from the video call, making it known to her remote interlocutor that she
is leaving, and thus temporarily suspending her visibility and verbal participation.

In both Extracts 1 and 2, “leavers” account for their absences before they go out-
of-view and suspend their visibility and verbal participation in the call. That is,
they treat their forthcoming momentary lack of visibility and participation as
requiring an explanation, and provide that explanation before moving out of view.
This shows how interactants expect each other to be in view and ready to interact
in calls that are “open” in nature, even when there are multiple concurrent ongoing
activities occurring on both sides of the video call (e.g., Extract 1) or when they
are not primary interlocutors in the call at that moment (Extract 2).

Goodwin (1987) distinguishes between “an account for unilateral departure”
versus “an official account for leaving” in co-present interactions. We see here

3 In Chinese culture, one parent would tease a child as “greedy” when the child eats a lot or if the
child eats something outside of mealtime. In this family video call, the grandparents also said
that Jia is greedy because she eats too much.
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that when interactants cease participation in a video call, they provide
announcements for why they are moving out-of-view. That is, they do not just say
that they are moving out of view or temporarily leaving the call, but they give
concrete reasons for why this movement occurs (i.e., what they are going to do
when temporarily not visible and partaking in the call). This adds to our
understanding of how the video calls in these family interactions operate. Even
in “open” connections when family members are engaged in multiple current
ongoing activities, or when one is not a primary participant in the call, they are
expected to be visible and available in these video calls, or when they are not
going to be visible and able to audibly participate, even for a moment, they pre-
empt these moments with explanations for their upcoming behaviour in order to
make their temporary leavings understood by their co-interactants. This shows
how families treat the video and audio components of VMC as core to its usage:
visibility as well as verbal participation are expected in these family video calls,
even though this type of participation may vary. These expressions of future
actions (e.g., announcements and accounts) serve a particular purpose in these
cases: if interactants simply left the call when engaged in another activity, or were
not a primary participant, their remote interlocutors might not notice their
temporary absence. This reshapes our understanding of “open connections” in
family VMC. That is, “open” does not necessarily mean that you can move out of
view “reely”, without providing accounts for your actions and whereabouts.
Instead, “open connections” reveal a situated level of participation, wherein
participants treat their leavings as accountable and meaningful.

4.2 Suspending Visibility but not Participation

In this second set of cases, we examine instances in “open” interaction calls
where the “leaver” is not enaged in multiple concurrent activities, and when they
move out of the view of the camera they continue talking (thus maintaining their
verbal participation in the video call). We show that interactants suspend their
video participation while still maintaining the interaction by participating verbally,
orienting both to the “open” connection of the video call, and the idea that a
temporary lack of visibility is permissible in this type of communication as long as
verbal participation continues. That is, because they are not engaged in any other
activities than the video call itself, and because they are the primary interactant
at that point in time, they may only participate in the call verbally at times (and
come and go visually).We show that, first, although announcements may be
provided (e.g., Extract 3), they are not always provided in this type of leaving
context (e.g., Extract 4).

Extract 3 occurs in the same video call as Extract 2, with Grandpa holding the
phone facing Jia and Grandma. At this moment, Jia is not actively involved in the
call, and Grandma (GMA) is chatting with migrant Dad about his son Yuan (5
years old), who is not present for this call because he is sleeping. In this extract,
Grandma pre-empts her temporary movement out of view by explaining that she
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would like to show Yuan’s exercise book to Dad, thus announcing her leaving,
however, she still continues talking while out of view, maintaining the audio
connection and her verbal participation in the call (lines 11-15).

Extract 3. Two

LBC48 scr_15:13 came02_01:11

01

02

03
04

05
06

07

08

09
10

11

12

13
14

15

24

30

GMA:

GMA :

GMA:

GMA

GMA :

GMA :

gma
fig
GMA:

GMA:

GMA:

GMA :

GMA:

gma:
GMA:

I asked him to sleep after >lunch<=

=he said he cannot sleep
(0.9)

I also asked him to write after lunch
(0.3)

>you look< the two:: that he wrote is very funny
(0.6)

do you want to look or not?

(4.8)
#° #
# #
#°his internet signal *#is not good®
*#stands up, #walks away#
#£fig.3a #£ig.3b #£fig.3c

look at:: the two that he wrote

=i am getting it to °show you®
(0.7)

you asked him to learn to writeO

#fig.3d

he writes two pages everyday when there is not anything to do

((8 lines omitted, GMA looks for Yuan'’s exercise book))
((GMA walks back to phone))
((5 more lines omitted, GPA talks to JIA))

*

*(you)have a look= ]
*shows exercise book to DAD->

=these are numbers that written by your son
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31 GMA:

(he) wrote a TWO
32 DAD: A AF|
cannot see
(I) cannot see it

left: extra camera in child’s house;
right: screen capture of phone

hne10)

7

3d (line 10) 3e(hne10)

At the beginning of this segment Grandma reports on her discussion with Yuan
about his nap (lines 01-02). Then, in lines 04-06 Grandma tells Dad about Yuan’s
writing accomplishment, finishing with a pre-show (Searles, 2018) saying “>you
look< at the two:: that he wrote is very funny” (line 06), projecting that she will
show the number two that Yuan wrote. In this context the pre-show “>you look<
at the two::” can be understood as a directive to Dad to look at the two that Yuan
wrote, but as there is currently no “two” available for him to see, it functions as a
pre-show for an item that needs to be retrieved. Further, Grandma treats this
“two” as “very funny”, thereby treating the upcoming show as something that is
comical (presumably because of the form Yuan used to make the two).

After no uptake from Dad, Grandma then asks, “do you want to look or not?” (line
08), here explicitly asking Dad if he wants to see the “two”, projecting a yes or no
response. However, Dad does not respond. Grandma takes Dad’s lack of
response to be due to connectivity issues, saying “ohis internet signal is not
goodo”, an utterance that appears to be directed in general to her co-interactants
(co-present and/or remote) because it is not directed to anyone in particular, and
no one responds. However, in this context, it can also be understood as
responsive to Dad’s non-response to her pre-show because as she says this, she
gets up (presumably to start getting the exercise book to show Dad) and walks
away (line 10). Note that this temporary moment of lack of visibility is pre-empted
by her prior talk (the pre-show), which explains the reason why she is leaving the
view of the video-camera.
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As Grandma continues walking away, she announces why she is moving out of
view. First she repeats her previous turn from line 06 with “look at :: the two that
he wrote” (line 11). As Dad has yet to produce a response to her initial attempt at
a pre-show, this second pre-show attempt functions as the pursuit of a response
(Pomerantz, 1984). Grandma then continues with the specific announcement “=l
am getting it to °show you®”. With this turn, Grandma specifically explains what
she is doing off camera as she is doing it. This announcement serves to give a
reason for her visible absence (even with the lack of response by Dad as to
whether or not he wants to see the child’s writing). By announcing her lack of
visibility in this way, as she moves out of view and as she remains out of view,
Grandma continues her participation in the video call in spite of her lack of
visibility. Furthermore, despite the fact that Grandma has left the camera view,
she continues talking to Dad in lines 14 to 15, reporting on Yuan’s writing practice
and progress. Grandma eventually walks back to the phone (line 24) and shows
the exercise book to Dad by saying “(you) have a look” (starting in line 30).

This case shows how temporarily suspending video access in a call does not
necessarily mean that participation in the call has to be suspended; people can
(and do) continue talking in video calls when they are a primary interactant at that
moment in the call, even when mutual visibility is not sustained. That is, they
partake in “open” connections by maintaining verbal participation, even when
there is a lack of visibility, while engaging actively in the video call itself. By
announcing her forthcoming absence, and then continuing to verbally participate
during that temporary absence, Grandma continues her engagement in that call
even when she is out of view.

Finally, in this last case, we show how simply through continuing to talk, even
while moving out-of-view, interactants can show that they are still participating in
a video call. In other words, visual co-presence does not have to be sustained in
these “open connection” calls; for temporary leavings, moments of audio-only are
sufficient, even without announcements pertaining to these lapses in visibility. In
Extract 4 Mom, Stacy (three-and-a-half years old), and Henry (forteen months)
are talking to Grandma. Stacy has been telling Grandma what has been going on
at preschool. Again, the perspective of the video-recording is from Mom’s desktop
computer, while Grandma is talking on her iPad (see Figure 2).
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Figure 2. View from Mom’s desktop

Grandma is the sole interactant on her end of the video call, and she goes in and
out of view of the video camera several times in this extract. Importantly, during
these absences she continues her verbal participation in the video call. Even
though she physically moves out of the view of the video camera (and comes
back) multiple times, she displays her continued participation by verbally
engaging with the remote parties. Importantly, none of the interactants treat her
temporary absences as necessitating any sort of pause to the video call, even
though she does not announce any of her moments out of view. By continuing to
speak while moving out of the camera frame several times, Grandma, as the sole
interactant on that end of the call, displays that she is still engaged in the video
call.

Extract 4. Fasching

09 _Fasching Facetime3 02.50

01 (0.1) *#+(0.4)*
gra *Grandma walks towards camera¥*
fig #Fig,4a

02 STA: Grandma, *#tomorrow’s Fa:sch*i:ng.
gra *walks out of view-->

#Fig.4b

03 (1.0)

04 GRA: What’s thi:s?

05 STA: Tomorrow’s Fa:schi:ng.

06 (0.5)

07 GRA: Oh tomorrow’s that- pa:rty thing?

08 STA: No [tomorrow’s Fa:sching.

09 [ ((turns towards Mom))

10 MOM: °( ) °

11 (0.1) *#+(0.1)

-->*Grandma comes back into view-->
#Fig.4c
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12 GRA: What is *#that- what did

gra -->*Grandma leaves view-->
fig #Fig.4d
13 GRA: she sa:y?
14 MOM : Fa:sching is what it’s ca:lled it’s
15 [ (another holiday) .]
16 STA: [It’s not ] pa:rty time it’s
17 Fa:schi:ng.
18 GRA: Oh [it’s av- °oh oka:y.°]
19 [ ((picks up camera))]
20 (1.0) *#+(2.0) *
-->*Grandma comes back and rotates camera*
fig #Fig.4de
21 STA: Henry’s gonna come too:.
22 (.)
23 STA: *#0r ( ) gonna come.
gra *Grandma walks out of view-->
fig #Fig.4f
24 STA: (TTIS you hear it Mama?)
25 MOM : °Yes it is.°
26 STA: ( )
27 MOM : Heny’s gonna [come] with Momm[y:. ]
28 STA: [Oh- ] [it’s] not we:t.
29 MOM : °It is wet isn’t it?°

4a(line 01) 4b(line02) 4c(11)

-

4d(12) 4e(20) 4£(23)

Here, Grandma is engaged in other activities while talking with Stacy, Henry, and
Mom. She continues talking with them as she moves out of view of the video
camera several times. For instance, in line 02, Grandma leaves the view of the
camera and continues talking in line 04 and line 07. Again, in line 12, Grandma
leaves the view of the camera for a second time, and she still keeps talking with
remote parties in line 13. Their conversation about the upcoming holiday of
Fasching (which occurs in Germany, where Mom and her children are currently
located) between all interactants continues without delay during Grandma’s times
of visibility and lack of visibility for her co-interlocutors. Stacy informs her
Grandma about the upcoming holiday (line 02), and Grandma responds and asks
clarifying questions of both Stacy and Mom about Fasching over several turns,
not suspending her verbal participation in the interaction despite at times not

18



being visible. Mom, Stacy, and Henry do not treat Grandma’s lack of visibility in
certain moments throughout the call as problematic in any way.

In this interaction, Grandma is the only person on her end of the video call, and
is currently actively engaging with her family members on the other end of the
call. That is, she is an active interactant in the ongoing conversation, and the sole
interactant on her end, so if she left both video and audio range, the interaction
would be disrupted. By continuing to speak while moving out of view of the
camera, she displays that she is still engaged in participating in the call, even
though she may be doing other things at the same time. This case shows how
people manage being engaged in interaction when they are not visually present:
they can engage in the activity of the video call while not visible and at the same
time engage in other non-video-call related activities as long as they continue the
verbal interaction. In other words, here the VMC provides the possibility for the
always “on” nature of these “open” interactions: there is the assumption that
conversation is always possible, as long as verbal communication continues,
regardless of the visibility of the interactants.

5. Discussion

Overall, this study shows how mobility, or moving out of view in family video-calls,
is an organized activity. We show how people manage the issues of visibility,
participation, and multitasking when moving back and forth out of view. Our study
reveals how interaction is managed and maintained when one mode of
communication within a multimodal communication technology is temporarily not
utilized. We show how communication in video calls is normatively organized in
“open” connections depending on the interactants’ current engagement (or lack
thereof) in the call itself.

We find that there are two different ways in which people leave the view of the
video camera during a video call. First, they can be temporarily not visible, and
also cease patrticipation in the ongoing call (i.e., they cease verbal communication
during their visible absence). In particular, we have shown that when interactants
are moving out of view in these instances, they provide reasons and notify remote
parties by providing announcements and/or accounts pertaining to their
temporary absences. Interactants provide these announcements and/or
accounts even when they are not actively engaged in the ongoing call, due to
either multiple concurrent involvements (Extract 1), or not being a primary
interlocutor at that moment in time (Extract 2), orienting to a necessity to inform
their remote co-interactants of their upcoming lack of temporary participation,
presumably because if they did not, their leaving may not be noticed by remote
parties.

Second, interactants may not be visible but nevertheless still partake in the
ongoing call. In these cases, both the interactant who is out of view and their co-
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interlocutors treat them as ratified and active participants in the video call, even
though they are not visible. This shows how, in “open” connections, visibility is
not required when audio participation continues during a temporary absence.
Notably, in these instances, the “leaver” is actively engaged in the conversation
on the call, either they are the primary interactant on their end of the call at that
moment (Extract 3) or are the sole interactant (Extract 4). So, by continuing to
participate verbally they demonstrate their ongoing engagement in the call, while
still being able to engage in other ongoing activities that are taking place not in
view of the call itself.

This study adds to our understanding of everyday video calls that remote family
members use to keep in touch with each other. By examining the minute details
of these video calls, we further Kirk, Sellen, and Cao’s (2010) conception of what
an “open” connection looks like in practice in these video calls. We provide further
evidence for the fact that these open connections exist: family members do
partake in video calls where there are more relaxed norms concerning
participation and visibility. As we have shown, visibility is not a requirement for
participation in these video calls (e.g., Extracts 3 and 4). However, continued
participation in the call depends on current involvements relative to one’s co-
present and remote interlocutors. These findings show exactly how family
members communicate when using VMC, and how they demonstrate continued
participation (or lack thereof) while usingthis channel of communication.

While previous work has studied the accountability of seeing and being seen in
video-mediated communication openings (e.g., lloméki & Ruusuvuori, 2021;
Licoppe & Morel, 2012) and workplace video calls (Oittinen, 2021), our study
adds empirical evidence to show how people themselves orient to visibility in
ongoing video calls and how they manage their presence of being (not) visible
when there is an “open” connection. We have shown how being “not visible” does
not necessarily mean being “not available”. It is possible for people to engage in
multitasking (e.g., do other activities while participating in video calls). We show
how the concept of visibility in VMC is related to continued verbal participation,
depending on the engagement of the “leaver” and their remote parties in the call
at that time.

Our analysis shows that the issue of visibility is not a stand-alone matter for video-
mediated interaction. Instead, it is very much related to the notions of continued
participation and multiple concurrent involvements; people orient to visibility
differently depending on the interactants’ ongoing involvement in the call. When
remote interactants are engaged in multiple concurrent involvements or the
“leaver” is not the primary interlocutor in the call (e.g., Extracts 1 and 2), “leavers”
announce and/or account for upcoming leavings to mark their temporary lack of
availability. However, as Extracts 3 and 4 demonstrate, at times verbal
participation alone is sufficient, even with the affordance of visibility in VMC.
When “leavers” are the primary or sole interactants in the call, and actively
engaged in the ongoing conversation, continued verbal interaction is adequate to
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demonstrate continued participation. In other words, in video calls, people can
demonstrate their engagement not just through the affordance of visibility, but
also by maintaining their participation framework (Goodwin & Goodwin, 2004) by
continuing to talk.

In today’s global world, families use VMC more than ever before to keep in touch
with remote family members. Videoconferencing technologies form part of a
“‘domestic infrastructure”, and have become embedded in the everyday lives of
families (Livingstone, 2002, p. 67). In studying two distinct family groups (i.e.,
migrant families in China and a military family in the US) we have found that
families have similar communication practices when engaging in remote VMC:
visibility is managed in situ between interactants. As others have shown,
participating in video calls has specific relational goals (Harper et al., 2017), but
more work is needed to further examine the interactional practices for engaging
in these technologies, which will deepen our understanding of everyday family
and social life. Family members participate in multiple concurrent activities while
engaging in video calls, and future work could examine other ways in which family
members utilize these technologies as a part of their everyday lives, adding to
our understanding of how families enact family life when remote from each other.
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