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Abstract  
Studies have shown that multisensorial interactions are an important medium for achieving love 
and intimacy. Nevertheless, the question remains: How do people constitute their “love at a 
distance” when they can only interact with each other over a video call, in which certain sensorial 
resources (e.g., touch, smell, and taste) are not available? Drawing from two years of video-based 
fieldwork involving recordings of habitual calls among the members of migrant families, I consider 
the application of Ethnomethodology and Conversation Analysis (EMCA)-informed video analysis 
to investigating intimate relationships constructed through remote means. I present an innovative 
method of video recording that allows me to analyze the interactional resources toward which 
participants orient themselves in their calls. I illustrate this approach with data analysis to 
demonstrate the relevance of video to examining intimacy at a distance. This article proposes that 
a distinct contribution of video-based research to the discipline lies in its ability to capture how 
people use their embodied and sensorial interactions to form intimacy across distances.   
 

Keywords: video calls, intimacy, intimate relationships, video analysis, 

multisensoriality 



 
 

2 

1. Introduction    

This article addresses the relevance of video analysis to investigating how people 
achieve intimacy at a distance. It introduces an intensive two-year, video-based 
fieldwork project that I conducted in Chinese migrant families. Through the 
detailed analysis of video-recorded calls between members of migrant families, 
this article shows that intimacy is mutually configured within the emergent 
organization of embodied and sensorial interactions. In particular, this article 
stems from the observation that when there is a lack of certain sensorial 
resources (e.g., touch), participants often mobilize and exaggerate their sensory 
reactions to maintain family closeness. Such observations, in turn, illustrate the 
utility of video, given the necessity for researchers to capture people’s 
interactions in real time.   

The field site for this study is the homes of migrant families in China. With the 
influx of international and internal migration, distributed family constellations have 
become a significant feature of contemporary societies (Castle & Miller, 2003). 
More people are migrating to new destinations in order to seek out better paying 
jobs. In China, approximately 61 million children have parents working far from 
home, whom they only see once a year (ACWF, 2013). Consequently, their family 
lives are extensively transformed and reshaped during this time of separation. As 
Beck and Beck-Gernsheim remark, the family unit is no longer defined by living 
together under one roof or in a single location (2014, p. 14). Instead, “we inhabit 
a world in which our loved ones are often far away and those from whom we are 
distant may well be those dearest to us” (Beck & Beck-Gernsheim, 2014, p. 2, 
emphasis added). 

Over the past three decades, a growing number of scholars, especially in the field 
of migration and family, have drawn attention to the impact of migration on family 
structures and relationships (Madianou & Miller, 2012; Parreñas, 2005). These 
studies have shown, on the one hand, that spatial separation between family 
members challenges people’s intimate relationships, and, on the other hand, that 
across considerable distance people still endeavor to maintain and develop 
intimacy. These latter studies have documented that the development of 
information and communication technologies (ICTs), such as those involved in 
video-mediated communication (VMC), has been significant in facilitating the 
experience of being a migrant and reshaping family closeness across time and 
distance. As these studies have shown, ICTs have allowed not only an increased 
frequency of contact but also a greater variety of communication, including wake-
up calls, homework assistance, and immediate emotional support (e.g., Peng & 
Wong, 2016; Madianou, 2012).  

Methodologically, existing studies on the use of ICT in migration settings have 
been mostly based on interviews––that is, participants’ accounts of their 
experiences of or their feelings about long-distance relationships (Longhurst, 
2013; Madianou & Miller, 2012; Parreñas, 2005; Peng & Wong, 2016). While 
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these studies have offered us insights into the challenges and possibilities of 
intimacy at a distance, they have not explored the situated interactional 
processes of achieving intimacy and love across distance. We thus know 
relatively little about how, for example, migrant parents and their children care for 
each other in real time. An exploration of migrant family practices in situ is 
necessary and valuable, as it will allow for the concrete discovery of the practices 
of “doing” (Morgan, 2011) migrant families and intimacy.  

In this article, drawing on the compelling work done by Goodwin and Cekaite 
(2018) on the situated accomplishment of family intimacy and relationships, I 
adopt the view that intimacy is built through an interactional and multisensorial 
process. In order to examine how migrant family members constitute “distant 
love” (Beck & Beck-Gernsheim, 2014), it is therefore important to capture the 
situated interactional resources that participants orient themselves toward in the 
process of accomplishing intimacy and love, though the question remains: How 
can we (as the researchers) capture the distributed families’ “doing” of intimacy 
at a distance?  

This article considers the application of qualitative video analysis (C. Goodwin, 
1993; Heath et al., 2010) informed by ethnomethodology (EM) (Garfinkel, 1967) 
and conversation analysis (CA) (Sacks, 1992) to the challenge of investigating 
intimate relationships in migrant families. Based on two years of fieldwork in 
which I recorded routine video calls in Chinese migrant families, I introduce the 
relevance of audiovisual data to the study of intimacy in the lives of distributed 
families.  

This article is divided into three main sections. First, I briefly revisit previous work 
on intimacy and multisensoriality in family lives. Second, I introduce my approach 
to video analysis and video-based fieldwork. Before discussing the practicalities 
of video recording, I describe some considerations relevant for researchers 
conducting fieldwork of intimate video calls in Chinese migrant families. Third, in 
scrutinizing the collected video data, I demonstrate that such data are beneficial 
for researchers analyzing intimacy because it is possible to observe how people 
in a particular setting invoke multisensorial and situated interactional resources 
in order to “do” intimacy. Most importantly, I show that the effort to achieve 
intimacy is displayed through the visible use of sensorial resources.  

 

2. Background: Multisensoriality and intimacy in family lives  

Social relationships, including intimate ones, are maintained through an 
interactional process wherein a sense of closeness develops in moment-by-
moment interactions (Goffman, 1971; Mandelbaum, 2003; Pomerantz & 
Mandelbaum, 2005; Stivers, 2019). Studying the interplay between social 
interactions and social relationships has been an important concern for EMCA 
studies (Sacks, 1992; Schegloff, 2006). Previous CA studies have extensively 



 
 

4 

investigated how people maintain relations in moment-by-moment evaluations of 
the materials of talk (e.g., Sacks et al., 1974; Schegloff, 1986). With the 
increasing use of video recording, scholars have more recently proposed an 
“embodied turn” (Nevile, 2015), which highlights the importance of embodied 
resources in unfolding interactions. In particular, pioneering researchers of video 
analysis, Goodwin (1981) and Heath (1986), have highlighted the role of gaze 
and body movement in coordinating interactions.  

More recently, studies have uncovered the important role of senses in sustaining 
human relationships. This role has been mostly discussed in the emerging 
literature on the multimodal and multisensorial turn in interactional studies 
(Stivers & Sidnell, 2005; Meyer et al., 2017; Goodwin & Cekaite, 2018; Mondada, 
2019). While “multimodality” has been used to refer to how people use multimodal 
resources, such as talk, gestures, gaze, body postures, and the physical 
environment, to accomplish social actions (Goodwin, 2000; Mondada, 2014, 
2019), the analytical focus of “multisensoriality” “relies on” (Mondada, 2019, p. 
60) a multimodal approach and highlights the role of human’s senses in social 
interactions. Following the emergence of multisensoriality, scholars have argued 
that sensory bodies are not only resources for people to interact with each other 
but also practices used for sensing the world (Mondada, 2019, p. 47; see also a 
discussion in Mondada et al., 2021/this issue). That is, sensorial resources, such 
as taste, sound, and smell, can be instrumental to the accomplishment of actions. 
Furthermore, people can “make relevant the sensory features of these 
experiences for others, and share them intersubjectively, by collectively and 
jointly producing and coordinating them, and by publicly expressing, displaying, 
and witnessing them” (Mondada, 2019, p. 51).  

Relevant to the present study, some EMCA investigations have uncovered the 
importance of the senses and multisensoriality in family lives. By examining the 
detailed practices of intimacy between family members, Goodwin and Cekaite 
(2018) have shown the importance of the multisensory body in building family 
solidarity and closeness. They demonstrate that intimacy encompasses not only 
talk but also an “embodied choreography” of prosody (e.g., pitch and voice 
quality) and the body (e.g., touch, eye gaze, and posture). For example, they 
provide fine-grained analysis on forms of bodily intertwining when family 
members coordinate and negotiate the accomplishment of activities. These 
intertwining entanglements unfold moment by moment and contribute to displays 
of intimacy and affection in family lives. These embodied and multisensorial 
practices allow each family to shape their own family habitus (Bourdieu, 1977) in 
the organization of mundane actions.  

A growing body of literature draws attention to tactile arrangements in intimate 
relationships, such as interactions between parents and children (de León, 1998; 
Cekaite, 2010; Cekaite & Holm, 2017; M. H. Goodwin, 2017; M. H. Goodwin & 
Cekaite, 2018; Katila, 2018). On the one hand, studies have shown that touch is 
an essential resource mobilized by parents to “control” or “socialize” their 
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children. For example, Cekaite (2010) shows how touch can be used to 
“shepherd” children or to “upgrade” directives to achieve compliance (cf. M. H. 
Goodwin & Cekaite, 2013). On the other hand, some studies are concerned with 
touch and care, attachment, bonding, and intimacy. For instance, M. H. Goodwin 
(2017) articulates that families make use of “culturally appropriate tactile 
communication” (such as hugging and kissing) to achieve moments of affectively 
intimate exchanges. She terms the co-engagement of bodies as the “intimate 
haptic sociality” through which participants sequentially orchestrate joint 
participation in their affective lives.  

However, given the importance of the senses in negotiating and developing 
intimacy, what happens if certain senses are not available for people in remote 
interactions? For example, in situations of family separation wherein family 
members cannot touch each other physically, how do they constitute an intimate 
interaction? How do they display care for each other? I investigate these 
questions by exploring real-life interactions between migrant family members. 
Based on the data-driven analysis of intimate video calls between migrant 
parents and their children, I will show that video calls form a “perspicuous setting” 
(Garfinkel, 2002, pp. 181-182) in which to investigate the senses, as participants 
themselves often make their senses visible and accountable (Mondada et al., 
2021/this issue) for remote parties.  

 

3. Video-based fieldwork: Video recording intimate video calls in 
Chinese migrant families  

China has witnessed massive rural-to-urban migration since the economic 
reforms of 1978 (Ye, 2011). However, due to a variety of reasons, migrant 
workers sometimes cannot bring their children to their city of work (Ye & Pan, 
2011). This fact has resulted in the emergence of the phenomenon of left-behind 
children, who are often brought up in rural areas by grandparents (Santos & 
Harrell, 2017). The phenomenon has been widely reported in both popular media 
and academic literature.  

My research project with this population aims to assess how parents and their 
children care for each other when they live far apart. For this purpose, I first build 
on studies in the area of migration and new media. These studies have revealed 
that the emergence of ICTs facilitates the experience of long-distance family ties. 
As Katz and Aakhus (2002) put it, contemporary forms of media and technologies 
allow migrant families to be in “perpetual contact” with one another. A similar 
growing body of literature draws attention to VMC technologies. These studies 
have shown that video calls (e.g., Skype and FaceTime) deliver a form of 
connected presence (Licoppe, 2014) that could be described as “live,” “real time,” 
“streaming,” and “immediate” (Madianou & Miller, 2012). The possibility of seeing 
and being seen in video calls has revolutionized the sense of connection among 
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distant family members.   

In order to study such video calls in Chinese migrant families, I adopt the 
methodology of qualitative video analysis (C. Goodwin, 1993; Heath et al., 2010) 
informed by EM and CA. Qualitative video analysis is an inductive methodology 
utilizing recordings of naturally occurring activities and interactions. The approach 
aims to study in minute detail the temporal and sequential structure of interaction 
and the ways social actions are accomplished in situ. The advantages of working 
with video-recorded data are manifold. It allows analysts to study the full range of 
resources involved in social action (e.g., gaze, gesture, and body orientation). 
Also, video recordings document interactional practices that happen in such a 
quick and fleeting manner that they evade written description. Recordings can be 
replayed repeatedly, sometimes in slow motion, to investigate a particular 
moment in detail (Sacks, 1984). I also draw on existing EMCA studies of video 
conferencing in various settings (e.g., Licoppe & Morel, 2012; Licoppe, 2017; 
Mondada, 2010; Raudaskoski, 2000), which have employed the method of video 
recording.  

 

3.1 Challenges for video-based research on intimate video calls  

Conducting video-based fieldwork among Chinese migrant families, however, 
presents some new challenges. For example, how can researchers gain access 
to the private and intimate home setting where family video calls normally take 
place? How can researchers set up their cameras in order to capture mobility 
(Haddington et al., 2013; Mcllvenny et al., 2009; Smith, 2021/this issue), since 
people in this setting are using mobile devices (such as smartphones rather than 
laptops) for video calls?  

3.1.1 A private setting: Intimate family lives   

Scholarly interest in VMC technologies has expanded since the 1990s (see also 
the excellent review of studies on VMC by Mlynář et al., 2018). The first wave of 
research focusing on the interactional practices of VMC was dominant in studies 
of video conferencing in workplaces and businesses (e.g., Heath & Luff, 1992; 
Mondada, 2004; Licoppe & Dumoulin, 2007; Raudaskoski, 2000). Subsequently, 
a new scholarly turn surfaced as technological development increased. When 
technologies become ubiquitous within the home, research followed the trend by 
moving beyond work settings to investigate the use of technology in domestic 
settings, such as video calls at home between family and friends (e.g., de Fornel, 
1994; Crabtree et al., 2003; Relieu, 2007; Licoppe & Morel, 2012; Licoppe, 2017; 
Sunakawa, 2012). However, there exist significant challenges for the video 
recording of such calls in intimate settings. For example, it is more difficult to 
recruit participants to be video recorded than it is to recruit them for less 
committed forms of participation, such as interviews. Video recording in the 
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domestic environment introduces sensitivities due to its private nature (Heath et 
al., 2010, p. 15). Securing participants’ permission to video record their private 
lives thus becomes a challenging initial mission for researchers.  

3.1.2 A mobile setting: Mobility of the device and young children  

Many existing studies on video calls have focused on calls made with stationary 
devices, such as a desktop computer (e.g., Ames et al., 2010). When conducting 
video calls with a stationary computer, participants normally arrange themselves 
in front of the camera (Ames et al., 2010, p. 150). As a result, researchers can 
set up their own camera in front of the device in order to record interactions during 
the video call. However, in most Chinese migrant families, people use mobile 
video calling technologies, rather than those found on a laptop or desktop. Most 
of my participants’ families do not have a computer, instead using smartphones, 
as they are affordable (Fieldnote, 26 October 2016; see also Oreglia & Kaya, 
2012). The setting is therefore a mobile one, in which researchers are expected 
to capture mobility. What is more, there are two dimensions of such mobility in 
these calls: (a) mobility of the smartphone and (b) mobility of the young children. 
For the former, in some cases, participants hold their smartphones and walk 
around while they are talking. For the latter, what often happens in these video 
calls is that young children do not stay near the smartphone for the duration of 
the call. They frequently move around in the room (e.g., to play with a toy). 
Consequently, the adults who are holding the phone do not remain stationary 
either, but often walk around to follow the children (see the discussion on mobility 
in Gan et al., 2020, p. 2). 

Recording and studying mobility in interaction has been a challenging issue. A 
number of previous interactional studies on family lives have drawn on research 
data collected in relatively immobile settings, such as the dinner table. Dinner 
tables were a popular site for scholars not only because of the interaction itself 
but also because these are stable and easily recordable loci (Searles, 2018a, p. 
14). However, over the past decade, a growing body of interactional literature has 
discussed why and how to record interaction-in-mobility (see the review in 
Mcllvenny et al., 2009) in order to understand interaction in complex, multimodal 
environments and spaces. In my video-based fieldwork, both the device and the 
participants are mobile: therefore, finding a method to record them in interaction 
becomes a practical challenge.  

 

3.2 Responding to challenges: An innovative method for video recording  

The challenges of privacy and mobility place constraints on how such intimate 
video calls can be investigated. Gathering data under these conditions demands 
that researchers deal with such difficulties while also capturing the unique ways 
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in which participants orient themselves within these settings. Accordingly, I 
developed an innovative method that combines the use of an external camera 
within the home of the young children with a screen capture of grandparents’ 
phones to record all participants in the interaction (see below, Figure 1).   

 

 
Figure 1: Method of video recording 

As seen in the image on the left in Figure 1, I placed an external camera (GoPro) 
in the child’s home so that I could capture the interactions between the 
grandparents and children around the smartphone. Then, I installed a screen 
capturing app (Pai Da Shi for Android phones, Apowersoft for iPhones) on the 
grandparents’ phones so that I could gain the perspective of the migrant parents 
that were visible on the screen (the image on the right in Figure 1). From the very 
small window in the right corner of the screen capture, I also have access to what 
the migrant parents can see of the family and home on their screens.  

Combining multiple camera views is by no means my own innovation. It has been 
a common practice in video-based research, since multiple views can be of value 
for researchers, allowing them to explore the detailed coordination of actions (see 
also the discussion of multiple cameras in Hindmarsh & Llewellyn, 2018, p. 418). 
However, previous video-based studies of VMC have mostly used participants’ 
self-recording of their video calls on laptops as data (e.g., Licoppe & Morel, 2012; 
Searles, 2018b), while other studies used an external camera to capture 
interactions in front of the computer (e.g., Sunakawa, 2012). Few scholars have 
combined the two views. The combination of the two video streams allows me to 
not only capture all participants in the interactions (including grandparents, 
children, and migrant parents) but also to observe the interactions both in front of 
the device and in the device, which responds to the issue of mobility.  

In total, I recorded 55 naturally occurring video calls in 45 migrant families over 
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two years. The field site was in the Sichuan province in China (the language of 
the data is the Sichuan dialect). In those families, both the father and the mother 
of the children were migrant workers. Children were under three years old. The 
choice of the children’s age was made based on previous migration literature in 
which scholars mention that families with very young children prefer to use video 
calls (e.g., Madianou & Miller, 2012, p. 118; Peng & Wong, 2016, pp. 214-215).  

I also adopted several practical solutions to address challenges that emerged in 
the actual video recording process. These challenges required a variety of social 
and technical adjustments, from minimizing the impact of my presence to hiding 
the camera from a child participant. Obviously, my presence (as a researcher) in 
the room may have had an impact on how the participants interacted. In order to 
reduce this influence, I visited the participants’ homes several times (see also the 
similar strategy used by Goodwin & Cekaite, 2018) before recording. This step 
ensured—as much as possible—that participants were accustomed to my 
presence and conducted their video calls more naturally, which allowed me to 
obtain data “not produced for the benefit of, or solicited and arranged by, 
researchers” (Cekaite, 2020, p. 84). I also chose to use a small external camera 
(GoPro) rather than big cameras (for instance, I used a Canon XF105 camcorder 
in the exploratory stage of the fieldwork) in order to reduce the influence of the 
camera on the attention of the young children. These steps, such as building trust 
with the participants and choosing appropriate camera devices, enabled me to 
respond to the distinctive features of conducting video-based fieldwork in an 
intimate and mobile setting.  

 

4. Analysis: Senses in video calls and intimate relationships  

One distinctive feature of VMC (in general) is that it takes place in a more 
constrained setting than face-to-face interaction. In video calls, certain 
multisensorial resources are not available for participants. For example, people 
cannot touch each other, and they cannot smell or taste a remote party’s food. 
As previously mentioned, existing research has shown the importance of sensory 
experiences, in particular touch, in maintaining intimate relationships; therefore, 
video calls would seem to be a challenging site for participants to achieve 
intimacy. However, in this analysis, I use the data to illustrate that people still 
mobilize and even exaggerate their sensorial experience in a mediated 
environment in order to form intimacy. The analysis focuses on how participants 
orient themselves toward senses and sensorial actions to accomplish a remote 
family relationship even though they are in a space where tactile, olfactory, and 
gustatory senses are not available to share. In particular, the analysis will show 
how senses and sensorial resources are “invoked, moved, noticed and touched” 
(Hindmarsh & Llewellyn, 2018, p. 418) and then become visible and relevant for 
interactants themselves. The analysis, in turn, reflects the methodological benefit 
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of combining two video streams. The recording method allowed the researcher 
to observe the local ecologies of participants’ orientation to sensorial modalities 
in the course of VMC. In the following two examples, I invite the reader to observe 
how people display and sometimes make use of their senses in the building of 
their intimate relationships across distance, as well as how my method of video 
recording allows such an analysis.   

 

4.1 Sharing food in video calls 

In Extract 1, when a remote mother is eating noodles, her children on the other 
end of the video call ask to eat the noodles. Although people cannot physically 
reach and eat noodles over a video call, both the children and their migrant parent 
playfully request and offer the noodles. In so doing, they share a moment of family 
mealtime together.  

Extract 1. I want to eat   
LBC30[SCR-CAM-11.30] 

01    MOM:   (1.0)/((eating noodles)) 

02    BOY:   (0.2)/((sticks out tongue))#Figure2a      

      
    

03    MOM:   (0.2)/((moves phone camera to show noodle)) 

04    MOM:   kan wo chi mian::,ha-ha-ha 
             watch me eat noodles, hah-hah-hah 
05    BOY:   NA-na-na-na-na   
             NAH-nah-nah-nah-nah #Figure 2b 
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06           (1.4)/((small sister closer to phone)) 

07    GIRL:  ma ma ni kan, zhe ge ke yi chui  
             mom have a look, we can blow this 

08    GIRL:  [((blows her toy)) 

09    BOY:   [wo yao chi 
             [I want to eat 

10    GRA:   (kandao ta chi de duo an yi, ga?) 
             (watching her eat, it looks delicious?)   

11    BOY:   wo yao CHI! 
             I want to EAT! 

12           (0.4) 

13    GIRL:  >wo yao chi<, >wo yao chi< 
             >I want to eat<, >I want to eat< 

 

 

14    MOM:   (1.0)/((feeds noodle to screen)) #Figure 2c 

       
 

15    BOY:   AOOO 
             AOOO ((leans to screen and fakes eating)) #Figure 2d 

       

 

16           (0.5) 

17    GIRL:  AOOO 
             AOOO 
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At the beginning of Extract 1, when the mom is eating noodles, her son, labeled 
as “BOY” in the transcript, sticks out his tongue (Figure 2a). He produces a 
smiling face and presents it in the center of the phone screen (the right image in 
Figure 2a). The mom sees the child’s face (see the mom’s gaze in Figure 2a). 
Then she moves her phone camera to show more of her noodle bowl. In line 04, 
the mom invites the remote parties to join her activity of eating. She says, “watch 
me eat noodles, hah-hah-hah.” She formulates this with an imperative verb and 
audible laughter. As Glenn and Holt (2015, p. 2) argue, laughter’s position in 
relation to talk can be important in determining the nature of its contribution. Here, 
the mother’s production of laughter at the end of a turn marks it as something 
joyful. Furthermore, this invitation to “watch” her eat noodles not only makes the 
eating an available scene for remote members to view but also creates a shared 
moment between her and her children around the food. In this situated moment, 
it is not solely the mother eating noodles. It now becomes a joint activity in which 
the mom is eating and her children are watching.  

Then, the boy shows his tongue, and further produces extended, non-lexical 
vocalization sounds––“NAH-nah-nah-nah”––by biting his tongue (line 05 and 
Figure 2b). This vocalization is produced with an onset high and then a lowering 
intonation. The “NAH-nah-nah-nah” is nicely in line with what Wiggins (2002) 
describes as a “gustatory expression” of pleasure. As Wiggins points out, while 
food and eating have often been conceptualized as internal and private events, 
it is observed that people produce the eating activity interactionally. Importantly, 
the gustatory pleasure is sequentially organized and oriented to other speakers’ 
turns. As shown, while the boy is making noise, he keeps his face and mouth 
available on the screen so that his mom can see him (Figure 2b). His embodied 
displays and use of a different intonation to produce this vocalization not only 
brings the pleasure of “fake eating” to the talk but also performs an embodied 
request to eat the mom’s noodle.  

Although the boy displays his tongue and keeps his mouth open for a time on the 
screen, the mom does not share the noodles with him. When the interaction 
continues, in line 09, the boy requests the chance to eat by employing a 
declarative request form: I want X. He says, “I want to eat” (wo yao chi).  Wootton 
(1981) shows that when children’s requests are not granted, they often use the 
format “I want X” to pursue the request. In this case, the boy uses “I want to eat” 
to produce a more explicit request. Grandmother treats the boy’s request as being 
related to the taste of the noodle. She comments, “watching her eat, it looks 
delicious?” (kandao ta chi de duo an yi, ga?) (line 10). Then in line 11, the boy 
further pursues his request. He uses a louder voice with some emphasis on the 
final syllable, “I want to EAT!” (wo yao CHI!). Then the girl (the boy’s sister) starts 
to mimic her brother’s request. She joins by repeating the request at a fast pace 
in line 13, “>I want to eat<, >I want to eat<” (>wo yao chi<, >wo yao chi<). Mom 
responds after the girl’s request. She “feeds” her noodle to the phone screen 
(Figure 2c). As seen in Figure 2c, the noodles are presented to the camera. The 
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boy opens his mouth and produces an exaggerated eating sound, “AOOO” 
(Figure 1d). The “AOOO,” similar to the previous “NAH-nah-nah-nah” (line 05), is 
a non-lexical vocalization with which the boy mimics the sensorial event of eating 
and makes audible the pleasure of the experience.   

In face-to-face family interactions, parents and children are able to share their 
bodies as well as the multisensory world (Goodwin & Cekaite, 2018). In the 
situation of a video call, we still see that people orient themselves toward and 
employ their sensory bodies to achieve a moment of virtual sharing. The boy 
orchestrates the talk (lexical and non-lexical), the body (leaning into the camera, 
displaying a smiling face on the screen), and voice quality to request noodles 
from his mom. In turn, the mom offers the noodles to her children by visibly 
holding the noodles up to phone camera. The girl, who mimics her brother, also 
shares a playful engagement in the multisensorial scene of pretending to eat. 
These details allow us to see how participants have a virtual food sharing moment 
by “embodying the experience” (Wiggins, 2002, p. 328) of eating. Even in a 
constrained setting, people treat mutual participation as something embodied and 
sensorial. They mobilize particular senses and use them in an exaggerated way 
(e.g., the opening of the mouth in an exaggerated manner for a visual display of 
eating and the production of noises for an audible display) to cope with the 
constraints placed on that sense. Most interestingly, the participants turn the 
missing physical connection into a playful and joyful “as if” situation of shared 
copresence. They use what is visible on the screen (i.e. technological affordance) 
and the resources available to them (e.g., sensory body) to achieve this act.  

Based on this extract, I wish to point out the value of combining two video streams 
from the data collection in the analysis. This methodology is beneficial because 
it provides researchers with the resources to understand the situated ecologies 
of interactions at a distance. Figure 3 below depicts some local ecologies of 
sharing food in video calls in which parents and children are filled with the 
sensations of others’ food in a virtual space (3a: sharing meat; 3b: sharing candy; 
3c: sharing noodles). From these images, we can see that feeding can be initiated 
or requested by either the parents or the children. The reader can easily observe 
the participation involved in the process of sharing food. For example, on the left, 
researchers can scrutinize the scene as the grandparents (who are holding the 
phone but are not visible on the phone screen) affectively participate in pretend 
eating moments. They smile (3a, 3c), or they lean into the child and phone to join 
the family moment (3b). On the right (captured from the smartphone screen), it is 
possible for researchers to analyze how migrant parents initiate or react to such 
intimate activities. Their facial expressions (e.g., both dad and mom are smiling) 
and their artful manipulation of objects (e.g., placing the noodles in front of the 
camera) are publicly displayed on the screen for the remote parties and 
subsequently made visible for researchers’ analysis.    
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Figure 3a 

 Figure 3b 

 Figure 3c 

Figure 3: Local ecologies of sharing food in video calls  

 



 
 

15 

4.2 Kissing remote parents over the phone  

Another example of the multisensorial achievement of intimacy in video calls is 
kissing. M. H. Goodwin (2017) reveals that kisses are affectively rich and 
supportive family rituals. She argues that kisses, like other forms of haptic actions 
(e.g., hugs, taps), are embodied displays of love that are often modulated to 
express heightened intimacy. I observe in my dataset of Chinese video calls that 
kisses are also requested or instructed. While kissing (in a face-to-face setting) 
is typically mutually felt, participants orient themselves toward the use of their 
sensory bodies to accomplish a kiss and achieve similar intimacy at a distance. 
In Extract 2, the grandma (GRA) instructs both the boy and the girl to kiss their 
parents over the phone.  

Extract 2: kiss kiss  
LBC52[CAM-11:39] 
 
01    GRA:   liang zi mei, kuai dian qin ni ba ba gen ni ma ta men  

       two siblings, come on kiss both your dad and your  
             mom ((points to phone)) #Figure 4a  

        
02           (0.2) 

 
03    GRA:   qin yi kou 

       kiss kiss  
 
04    GIRL:  ((walks towards phone and kisses the phone) #Figure 4b  

           
 

05    GRA:    ei ya, jiu shi na yang  [qin de a?] 
              awww, kiss              [like that?] 
06    MOM                             [ei ya] 
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                                      [wow/awww] 
 
07    BOY:   ((moves body towards phone and kisses)) #Figure 4c  

                 
 

08    MOM:    ei ya  
              awww  

 
09    MOM:    hei hei hei 
              Hi-hi-hi 

 
10    GRA:    ha-ha  
              hah-hah 
 
11    MOM:    .hhh ha: ei ya 
              .hhh hah: awww  
 

At the beginning of this extract, the grandmother initiates an instruction. Her 
instruction is not for the benefit of herself; she is encouraging an interactional 
sequence between the two children and their parents. The grandmother says, 
“two siblings come on kiss both your dad and mom” (line 01). While doing so, she 
points in the direction of the phone. When she does not receive a response (see 
the gap in line 02), the grandmother pursues the children’s display of kisses. She 
prompts the children again, “kiss kiss” (qin yi kou) (line 03). While this directive is 
addressed to both the boy and the girl, the girl responds to the directive more 
promptly, as seen in line 04.  

In line 04, the girl stands up from her chair and walks toward the phone. She 
leans her face into the screen and physically kisses the mobile phone screen (as 
we can see from the small window on the right view in Figure 4b, the girl’s lips 
touch the screen). The grandmother comments on the girl’s kisses with an 
exclamation, “awww” (ei ya) (line 05). On the other end of the call, the mom 
smiles. She also gives the same compliment as grandmother does, by stating 
“awww” (ei ya) (line 06). After that, the boy also stands up and leans his body into 
the phone. In Figure 4c, the boy bends the upper part of his body and puts his 
lips on the screen. He thus also kisses his parents over the phone by physically 
kissing the phone. Again, the mom produces the same compliment, “awww” (ei 
ya) (line 08), in response to “receiving” the boy’s kiss.   
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Kissing is often taken as an intimate gesture of love, but because of its private 
nature, kissing seems difficult to record and to study (Frijhoff, 1991). In video 
recording these intimate video calls, researchers have the opportunity of 
accessing such intimate acts within a family’s life. This extract allows us to 
observe how a kiss is instructed and then performed through embodied, linguistic, 
and sensorial resources. While face-to-face kissing can be mutually felt, the kiss 
in the video call was expressed and received through other sensorial displays. 
First, the children’s kisses are produced through displays of physical actions. 
They kiss and perform their kisses by coordinating the physical smartphone with 
their body and face; they position their body and create a sensorial ecology where 
they lower their body, cock their mouth over the phone. Second, the kisses are 
received––or rather, seem to be received––by the remote parents. The parents 
on the phone receive the kisses through audible compliments and commentaries, 
as well as sentimental facial expressions. The sensorial production and receipt 
of the kiss therefore allow the participants to highlight the visual and audible 
displays. In turn, such displays lead the other party to see and feel a remote 
sensorial experience and a remote intimate gesture.  

Again, the technical combination of two video streams allows me to observe the 
kisses in video calls from both sides. In the local ecologies of kisses (see Figure 
5), children and parents are affectively as well as physically engaged in virtual 
kisses with each other. For example, in Figure 5a and 5c, the child physically 
moves the phone to his lips and kisses his parents over the phone. Such actions 
connect materials (here, the phone) to a display of affection. The physical kisses 
over the phone make the mediated presence fundamentally socio-material 
(Hindmarsh & Llewellyn, 2018). As Hindmarsh and Llewellyn (2018, p. 431) 
describe, material objects are not independent from their social uses. That is, the 
object and interactions are intertwined and made visible by people in order to 
accomplish and achieve social actions. As a result, in Figure 5b and 5d, we 
observe the procedural accomplishment of a computer-generated kiss over the 
phone. Furthermore, the left side of the video recordings allows me to observe 
how a kiss is produced and received through sensory bodies. In 5b, the boy 
prepares his lips before he actually reaches the phone. In 5d, the mom forms the 
kisses in the air rather than physically touching the screen, but she loudly kisses 
her daughter by making a sensorial sound. The intimacy of long-distance family 
routines is then intensified through the use of multiple signs of affective 
attunement (e.g., kisses or other gestures used to display affection), combining 
a series of verbal and multisensorial actions.  
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Figure 5: Local ecologies of kissing in video calls 

 

5. Discussion  

Love and intimacy play a central role in human experiences. However, because 
of the private nature of intimate relationships, there is a methodological challenge 
for researchers in recording and studying them. This article presents the 
application of qualitative video analysis to address the challenge of investigating 
intimacy in video calls in Chinese migrant families. I describe a combination of 
multiple camera views that provides the researcher with audio-visual access to 
analyze the interactional and sensorial resources used by participants. I provide 
two analytical examples in which people mobilize their senses and bodies in a 
mediated environment as they achieve intimacy with remote parties.  

The use of an EMCA-informed video analysis approach to studying intimate calls 
in migrant families makes unique contributions to the investigation of migration 
and new media. While existing studies have provided important insights into 
understanding the role of ICTs and VMC in migrant families in both a 
transnational and internal migration context, they have not explored how people 
conduct video calls. It is also difficult for participants to remember the details of 
what happens in a call. As a result, what is missing from the literature is the actual 
communicative practice of the calls and the actual usage of the technologies, 
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including “the interactional mechanics of it, even the interactional processes of 
scheduling these calls, getting everyone ready for them” (Harper et al., 2017, p. 
304). This article documents a methodological attempt and innovation to 
investigating actual communication and the practices involved in “doing” family 
(Morgan, 2011) across distance. The video recordings of these intimate calls 
allow me to address forms of family practices through which family life is 
accomplished and sustained in a virtual space. The value of this approach is that 
researchers get access to the “full palette of resources” (Goodwin & Cekaite, 
2018, p. 258) that participants themselves make use of. By looking at the 
interactive process, I show how participants orient themselves toward distributed 
family life as embodied, multisensory, and material. Participants’ orientations 
toward sensorial resources me to observe how intimacy is manifested through 
the interpersonal features of talk and the body. In particular, we observe that 
people display the ability to accomplish sensory work in a constrained 
environment and, in doing so, orient toward maintaining their intimate 
relationships.  

Furthermore, this article has implications for EMCA-informed studies of VMC. 
First, I describe the advantage of combining two camera views in exploring video 
calls, through which the researcher can access the local ecologies of intimate 
activities. This recording technique allows the researcher to observe the artful 
production of events behind the scenes. Second, previous EMCA research on 
video calls has mainly focused on (1) specific actions in video calls, such as 
showing an object or an environment, checking technology, or camera 
movements (Mondada, 2007; Licoppe, 2017; Searles, 2018b) and (2) specific 
phases during a call (e.g., setting up, opening, closing) (Bonu, 2007; Licoppe, 
2012; Licoppe & Morel, 2012; Mondada, 2015). While these studies have 
provided important and insightful findings regarding particular interactional and 
technological features of video-mediated interactions, there is still a paucity of 
investigations into how multimodal and multisensorial interactions in a mediated 
place intertwine with human relationships. Here, my interest complements these 
previous studies, as I am concerned with how mediated interactions contribute to 
members’ engagements with intimacy. In the current world, VMC has become a 
valuable apparatus for long-distance relationships. Further work on VMC and 
intimacy would thus shed light on the dynamics of practices of intimacy in a 
mediated and constrained world.   
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