
 ORCA – Online Research @ Cardiff

This is a n  Op e n  Acces s  doc u m e n t  dow nloa d e d  fro m  ORCA, Ca r diff U nive r si ty 's

ins ti t u tion al r e posi to ry:h t t p s://o rc a.c a r diff.ac.uk/id/ep rin t/14 1 3 9 3/

This  is t h e  a u t ho r’s ve r sion  of a  wo rk  t h a t  w as  s u b mi t t e d  to  / a c c e p t e d  for

p u blica tion.

Cit a tion  for  final p u blish e d  ve r sion:

Cs e rzo,  Doro t tya  2 0 2 1.  Discou r s e s  a n d  p r a c tic es  of a t t e n tion  in  video c h a t .

M ul timod al  Co m m u nic a tion  1 0  (2) , p p.  1 4 3-1 5 6.  1 0.1 5 1 5/ m c-2 0 2 0-0 0 1 0  file  

P u blish e r s  p a g e:  h t t p s://doi.or g/10.1 51 5/ m c-2 0 2 0-0 0 1 0  

Ple a s e  no t e:  

Ch a n g e s  m a d e  a s  a  r e s ul t  of p u blishing  p roc e s s e s  s uc h  a s  copy-e di ting,  for m a t ting

a n d  p a g e  n u m b e r s  m ay  no t  b e  r eflec t e d  in t his  ve r sion.  For  t h e  d efini tive  ve r sion  of

t his  p u blica tion,  ple a s e  r efe r  to  t h e  p u blish e d  sou rc e .  You a r e  a dvis e d  to  cons ul t  t h e

p u blish e r’s ve r sion  if you  wis h  to  ci t e  t his  p a p er.

This  ve r sion  is b eing  m a d e  av ailabl e  in a cco r d a nc e  wi th  p u blish e r  policies.  S e e  

h t t p://o rc a .cf.ac.uk/policies.h t ml for  u s a g e  policies.  Copyrigh t  a n d  m o r al  r i gh t s  for

p u blica tions  m a d e  av ailabl e  in  ORCA a r e  r e t ain e d  by t h e  copyrigh t  hold e r s .



Research Article

Dorottya Cserző*

Discourses and practices of attention in video
chat
https://doi.org/10.1515/mc-2020-0010

Received April 8, 2020; accepted April 18, 2021; published online May 5, 2021

Abstract: This paper examines the use of video chat (VC) with a focus on expectations and construction of

attention. It is based onmicro analyses of recordedVC sessions (gathered between 2013 and 2015) and thematic

analysis of 29 semi-structured interviews about VC practices (conducted in 2014 and 2015). Building on

multimodal (inter)action analysis (Norris, S. (2004). Analysing multimodal interaction: a methdological

framework. Routledge, Norris, S. (2016). Concepts in multimodal discourse analysis with examples from video

conferencing. Yearbook of the Poznan Linguistic Meeting 2: 141–165) and key concepts from nexus analysis

(Scollon, R. and Scollon, S.W. (2004). Nexus Analysis: Discourse and the emerging internet. Routledge), I

examine how focused attention is constructed in VCs and how these practices are shaped by experiences with

other forms of communication. I demonstrate that unlike other forms of distance communication, typical VC

encounters require a full investment of attention. This can be formulated as an interactional maxim: focus your

attention on the VC interaction. I discuss how other activities can be interwoven with a VC and examine the

exceptional practice of lapsed VC encounters (previously open connections or always-on video). I argue that

participants display an orientation towards themaximwhen pursuing other courses of action, and that lapsed

encounters operate under a different value system than typical focused VC encounters. Finally, I reason that

VC is reserved for close relationships because of the required investment of attention.

Keywords: attention; digital communication; distance communication; video chat

1 Introduction

Communication platforms are increasingly converging, with previously specialised apps now incorporating

instant messaging, live video, live audio, recorded video, recorded audio, and photo sending into the same

platform. Smartphones and tablets come with multiple communication apps pre-installed, all of which can

perform the same core functions. Initiating a video chat (VC) is easier than ever before. Despite these de-

velopments, VC practices changed very little in terms of who was contacted through this medium – at least

until the outbreak of COVID-19. In this paper, I examine perceptions and practices of VC to understand its role

in the context of the rapidly changing technological landscape.

Video chat, the most widespread platforms being Skype and FaceTime (Longhurst 2017), has been a

popular form of distance communication for over a decade (Ames et al. 2010; Kirk et al. 2010). I use the term

‘video chat’ to index interactions that take place in domestic contexts between partners, family, and friends.

My participants used a variety of platforms (Skype, FaceTime, Google Hangouts, Tinychat, Viber, Snapchat,

WhatsApp, and FacebookMessenger) on a variety of devices (desktop PCs, laptops, smartphones, and tablets).

Some of them brought in their experiences of videoconferencing in a professional context, but the focus of this

paper is on dyadic interactions where the primary goal is personal relationship maintenance.
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The paper examines discourses and practices of paying attention in VC, comparing them to those sur-

rounding other forms of distance communication (instant messaging and phone calls) and face to face

communication. The discourse around attention frames it as a crucial resource that we trade in our in-

teractions: in what has been described as the attention economy we can choose where to invest our attention,

we pay attention to others and hope to get their attention in return (Goldhaber 1997; Jones 2005). Attention is

also finite and relative, which means that if we pay more attention to a certain person or activity, we are

deemed to pay less attention to another. Althoughwe cannot easily quantify attention, we have a sense ofwhat

it means to pay enough attention. I explore the practices of constructing attention in recorded VC sessions and

interviews about VC habits. I consider the attention costs of participating in such an interaction and contrast it

with the costs associated with other communication tools. I argue that outside of work, VC is reserved for our

most intimate relationships because it typically requires the greatest investment of attention. The discussion is

built on data and literature from the pre-COVID-19 era, and focuses on discourses and practices that belong to

that time, recognising that VC practices have been starkly altered. I reflect on the recent changes in Section 4.4

and the conclusion (Section 5).

This research project is unique within the field of VC studies in that it combines a micro analysis of

recorded VC interactions with semi-structured interviews (the methods and data are discussed further in

Section 3). Previous work has focused either on interviews (for example Longhurst 2017; Miller and Sinanan

2014) or on VC interaction at a micro level (Geenen 2017; Licoppe 2017; Norris 2019; Norris and Pirini 2017;

Rosenbaun and Licoppe 2017), but not both. By drawing on nexus analysis (Norris and Jones 2005; Scollon and

Scollon 2003, 2004) andmultimodal (inter)action analysis (Norris 2004, 2016), I was able to systematically link

observable chains of lower-level actions to discussions about VC practices.

VC studies have so far identified one maxim governing these interactions: put the face of the current

speaker on the screen (Licoppe and Morel 2012). Like Grice’s maxims of conversation (1989), this is not an

unbreakable rule but rather a principle that participants use to generate and interpret meaning during

interaction. If something other than the speaker’s face is shown, there must be a reason for it; whether that is

because a participant wanted to show her room or the VC devicewasmoved for comfort. In this paper I identify

a second underlying maxim which is dictated by the attention economy: focus your attention on the VC

interaction. The secondmaxim does not prohibit participation in other activities (for example eating or tidying)

as long as they can be interwoven with the VC smoothly. Nonetheless, I show that VC users hold each other

accountable for keeping the VC at the foreground of their attention during the interaction.

2 Investing attention in distance communication

In this paper I take an interactional viewof attention as it is laid out inmultimodal (inter)action analysis (Norris

2004, 2016, 2019; Norris and Pirini 2017; Pirini 2016). In this approach the basic analytical unit is the lower-level

action, which, chained together with other lower-level actions, constructs a higher-level action. A lower-level

action is defined as the smallestmeaningful unit, for example anutterance, gesture, or a shift in posture or gaze

direction. Chains of lower-level actions are combined to form a recognisable higher-level action such as a

conversation or dinner with friends. There are always multiple higher-level actions running in parallel, which

are allocated different degrees of attention. By analysing the different communicative modes (such as speech,

proxemics, gaze, gestures, posture) we can determine whether an action is in the foreground, midground, or

background of a participant’s attention.

This approach is well suited to examine the use of communication technologies, because their use is so

closely intertwined with other higher-level activities. Ethnographic studies by Jones (2004, 2005, 2010) show

that instant messaging (IMing) usually involves switching between multiple chat windows as well as other

activities such as listening tomusic, browsing the internet, and sending photos. Jones (2004) suggests that the

attraction of instant messaging is precisely that users are able to engage inmultiple activities at the same time,

while displaying appropriate attention in multiple interactions. In other words, IMing requires a relatively low

investment of attention, which makes it easy to integrate with other activities.
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Phone calls demandmore attention than IMing. Some activities that commonly accompany IMing, such as

listening to music or talking to other people, would be very disruptive during a phone call. There is also

evidence that unlike in IM exchanges, people expect to maintain joint attention for the entire duration of the

phone call (Baron 2008; Rettie 2009). However, since people cannot see each other while talking on the phone,

it is possible to carry out some activities (such as walking, cleaning, or checking emails) without alerting the

other person and/or disrupting the conversation (Kirk et al. 2010).

We carry in our historical bodies (Scollon and Scollon 2003, 2004) numerous experiences of sitting in front

of our screens, of holding our phones, shifting our attention between different conversations, sources of

entertainment, or tasks. However, during a VC it is almost impossible to conceal such shifts in attention (Ames

et al. 2010; Kirk et al. 2010; Miller and Sinanan 2014, p. 154). There is a tension between the desire to engage in

other activities during the VC, and the expectation of getting the full attention of the VC partner. Consequently,

VC users must carefully negotiate their involvement in other activities with their VC partners or refrain from

pursuing parallel activities altogether.

In the discussion (Section 4), I examine the extent to which participants alignedwith these expectations in

the interviews and the patterns that are observable in the video data. I argue that instanceswhere expectations

around attention are relaxed still display an orientation towards the proposed maxim (focus your attention on

the VC interaction) in various ways such as body positioning and verbal accounts. Before these arguments can

be laid out, I give a brief overview of the methods and data informing the study.

3 Methods and data

The aim of the study was to explore how VC is used for maintaining personal relationships. I decided to focus

on university students, because many of them have moved to a new city for their studies, giving them strong

incentive to use VC with friends and family. Furthermore, university students are also likely to have access to

VC devices. Focussing on young adults living independently made it possible to complement findings of

previous VC studies, which highlighted the experiences of mothers and grandparents (Ames et al. 2010;

Longhurst 2013). The videos feature dyadic interactions with occasional appearances from additional people

and the interviews also focus on dyadic VC sessions. Data was collected between 2013 and 2015, at a timewhen

front-facing cameras were already common among my participants, but mobile data packages were still

relatively expensive. This provided a unique insight into fast-changing practices: my participants used VC on

their phones, but only in places where they had access to wi-fi. Some reported using VC on the go, but these

anecdotes were framed as exceptional. Attitudes have undoubtedly changed now that cheap unlimitedmobile

data has made VC devices truly portable; it is becoming more commonplace to see people engaging in VC in

public spaces while for example walking or shopping.

The research project is built on a micro analysis of recorded VC sessions and thematic analysis of interview

data. Insights from the two types of analysiswere consolidatedusing key concepts innexus analysis (Scollon and

Scollon 2003, 2004) and the closely relatedmediated discourse analysis (Norris and Jones 2005). A total of 29 VC

interactions featuring 44 participants were analysed using an approach based on multimodal (inter)action

analysis (Norris 2004, 2016) to study speech, gaze, posture, gesture, and cameramovement. All video recordings

were imported into Transana, where I viewed and annotated them tracking shifts in topic, all visible activities

(including for example drinking or eating), interruptions, and sequenceswhere talk did not play the primary role

(for example during video chat tours, analysed inCserző 2020). By tracking themodes of talk, proximity, posture,

gesture, head movement, gaze, and screen layout I was able to identify changes in the modal density of the

interaction (Norris 2004, 2016). Such changes occur when one of the modes comes into focus or becomes less

prominent. Sequences where there was a change in modal density were transcribed and analysed. Throughout

Section 4, I report the patterns found across the data with illustrative examples from the videos.

In order to find out about participants’ VC habits, preferences, and their perceptions of the medium, I also

conducted interviewswith 29 participants (including six participantswho also provided video recordings). The

audio recordings of the interviews add up to over 11 h of data. The average length of the interviews was 22 min

Discourses and practices of attention in video chat 3



with the shortest one being 11 min and the longest lasting for over an hour. I asked participants about the

frequency of their VC sessions, how long they have been using VC, and who they talk to on VC. We also

discussed how and whether VC sessions are prearranged, the possibility of having a spontaneous VC session,

and the spaces that aremost suitable for conductingVC. The interviewswere transcribed andanalysed through

inductive qualitative coding (Gibbs 2007;Mason 2002) usingNVivo (version 10 and later 11), resulting in lists of

descriptive codes. The final coding scheme resulted in 28 codes, the two most prevalent ones being space and

attention. These high-level codes were closely related to a number of more specific codes: space was linked to

location, camera space, distance, background, screen, public space, and virtual tour; while attentionwas linked

to digital mirror, comparisons with other communication technologies, developing habits, multi-party in-

teractions, showings, privacy, and intrusions.

In the next stage, the findings of the interview analysis were brought together with the micro-analysis of

the videos using central concepts fromnexus analysis (Norris and Jones 2005; Scollon andScollon 2003, 2004).

The video recordings allowed me to observe the interaction order (Goffman 1963; Scollon and Scollon 2003,

2004): the way in which participants take up and maintain relationships with each other during a social

encounter, including the way they structure their attention during the VC. Further context was provided by

discussions about relationships in the interviews, making apparent who is invited to participate in this type of

interaction order.

The interactions were carried out using the mediational means of physical space, objects, body parts,

language, and so on (Bernal 2008; Scollon 2001). Themediational means are recorded in the videos, but they

also circulated through our discussions in the interviews. In my analysis I consider the affordances (Hutchby

2001) of themediational means, that is, the kinds of actions are amplified or restricted by them. For example, I

discuss the implications of using a PC-based VC platform (such as Skype) or a smartphone-based VC platform

(such as WhatsApp) in terms of contact list management.

The comparisons with other modes of communication in this paper are driven by the comparisons par-

ticipants made in the interviews. These conversations were a rich source of information about their historical

bodies (Scollon and Scollon 2003, 2004), their previous experiences with other technologies and their VC

habits. The interviews reveal that their VC practices are informed by experiences with instant messaging,

phone calls, and face to face communication.

The research project was granted ethical clearance by the relevant institution and followed established

practices in the field of language and communication research (The British Association for Applied Linguistics

2016). All names in this paper are pseudonyms, and tracings are used in the place of screenshots for partici-

pants who did not wish for screenshots to be used in publications. These tracings preserve the analysed

features while obscuring identifiable details. Participation was voluntary, and participants were free to

withdraw their contributions at any time. Participants signed consent forms before the interviews and

recording videos and discussed the publication and dissemination of research materials with the researcher.

Videos were recorded by the participants using freely available screen recording software (Debut Video

Capture) on their laptops in 2013 and 2014. The videos only feature the use of Skype, but in the interviews

participants also mentioned using FaceTime, Google Hangouts, Tinychat, Viber, Snapchat, WhatsApp, and

Facebook Messenger for their VC sessions. In terms of devices, in the interviews, participants discussed using

desktop PCs, laptops, smartphones, and tablets, but the video recordings only featured laptops, one PC, and

one smartphone. The video data is presented primarily through verbal accounts with illustrative images in

order to situate the analysed extracts within the context of the whole interaction in an economic manner.

Twenty interview participants were full time undergraduate students between the ages of 18 and 25. These

interviewees had very similar living arrangements (occupying a single room in a shared house) and compa-

rable VC habits, especially in terms of location. The other nine participants had a range of occupations (in full

time employment, studying and working part time, on maternity leave, and one retired participant) and

different living arrangements (for example living in a shared house, with a partner, or with young children). At

the time of the interviews, all participants had been using VC for at least two years. The participants quoted in

this paper are all undergraduate or postgraduate students between the ages of 21 and 31. Further details about

the quoted participants can be found in the appendix.
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4 Analysis and discussion

4.1 Video chat sessions as focused encounters

Interactions where people orient to maintaining a single joint focus of attention can be described as focused

encounters. This term was coined by Goffman and originally referred to face-to-face communication which

happens “when persons gather close together and openly cooperate to sustain a single focus of attention,

typically by taking turns at talking” (Goffman 1963). However, it has been argued that phone calls are also

treated as focused encounters (Baron 2008; Rettie 2009) in the sense that people expect to maintain joint

attention for the duration of the call. Here, I apply this concept to VC interactions, demonstrating that VCs

typically entail substantial investments of attention from all participants.

The analysis of the video recorded VC sessions supports the idea of VC sessions as focused encounters.

This is created bymaintaining highmodal density (Norris 2004, 2016) throughout themajority of the interaction

through conversation and adhering to the talking heads arrangement (Licoppe and Morel 2012). The talking

heads arrangement (shown in Figure 1A below) leaves very little room for changes in posture and gaze. All a

participant needs to do is turn their head (Figure 1B) or lean forward (Figure 1C) to change the configuration in a

very prominent way. There was only one video where the talking heads arrangement was altered for longer

stretches of time (for about half of the VC). This exceptional video is discussed in Section 4.2 below. In all other

videos, participants did not deviate from the talking heads arrangement for longer than a minute at a time.

Deviations were primarily prompted by interruptions via the phone or other people entering the space. The

other main reason for departing from the talking heads arrangement was to leave the room to fetch something

or use the bathroom. Finally, participants also altered their position when opening up files or websites;

Figure 1A: Talking heads

Ray: yo yo whassup man

As the video feed goes live the two men smile and greet each

other. Their faces are clearly visible and they are looking directly

at their screens.

Figure 1B: An interruption

Ray turns away fromhis screen, in the directionwhere his partner

is (off camera). Paul continues to look at his screen.

Figure 1C: Paul briefly leaves

Paul: I’ll just grab a water yeah

Paul turns his back to the camera as he exits through the door at

the left of the screen. Ray is hunched close to the screen (he is

reading) and his mouth is off camera.

Discourses and practices of attention in video chat 5



however, the recordings show that these files were central to the ongoing interaction (for example jointly

working on a Word document or sharing a photo). In contrast, talking to other people or leaving the room

entails a temporary suspension of the VC interaction.

Overall, the videos were characterised by focused interaction with a few short breaks. For example, in the

longest VC (which lasted for 1 h 18 min) the participants, Paul and Ray, shifted their focus of attention to

something other than the VC in only five instances. For the remainder of the time, they were sat in front of their

laptops and engaging in conversation with each other. Changes in their focus of attention are listed below:

2 s – Both video feeds go live, Paul and Ray exchange greetings (shown in Figure 1A).

2min–Ray is in themiddle of a narrativewhen suddenly he says ‘Hold on 1 s’, turns to the side, and calls to

his partner ‘Yeah, Tessa, come in’. He holds this position silently for 4 s (shown in Figure 1B), but Tessa is not

audible on the recording and she does not appear on screen. Ray turns back and picks up the narrative where

he left off.

14 min – Paul leaves the room to get water (shown in Figure 1C), returning 20 s later. While he is away Ray

continues to read something on his screen, presumably the paper they are discussing before Paul leaves and

after he returns.

47 min – Tessa walks on screen and has a 30 s exchange with Paul. Initially she walks through in the

background, disappearing quickly. However, Paul greets her and asks how she is doing. She comes back in

view of the camera, they exchange a bit of small talk, and she announces that she is going to bed. Paul wishes

her goodnight and promises not to keep Ray for too long and Tessa leaves the room.

55 min – Paul receives a chat message asking if he is available, he writes back to say he is still talking to

Ray.

1 h 8 min –As Paul is talking about his plans, Ray stops him to go to the bathroom and tells Paul not to go.

Ray is gone for 50 s, during this time Paul also goes off camera for 5 s but he returns before Ray. When Ray

comes back Paul finishes telling him about his plans.

1 h 18 min – Paul hangs up and stops the recording.

Relevant screenshots are presented below with the corresponding talk (if any) and a brief image

description.

Figures 1B and C show examples where participants signal shifts in attention through their posture.

Another important source of information was the layout of the recording participant’s screen. The standard

arrangement was to display the VC window on the full screen, and deviations from this layout were noted

during the video analysis. There were only six instances where participants opened windows that were

unrelated to the VC across the entire data set. One example comes from Paul, who responds to an incoming

chat message during his VC with Ray. The coordination of these side activities with the ongoing VC is a site for

future research; the point here is that the scarcity of these examples provides further indication that the VCwas

in the foreground of the participants’ attention (Norris 2004, 2016) for the majority of the recording.

The interview analysis provided further indication that my participants view VCs as focused encounters.

For example, Mark stated emphatically that compared to texting and IMing, VC and phone interactions

demand a greater investment of attention:

Mark: I wouldn’t like to talk to someone [on VC] and not be giving them not my hundred percent of my full attention. If someone

wanted to do that tome I’d be quite annoyed. On text-basedmediums you kind of expect people to be talking to other people at the

same time but with phone or Skype (…) you should give the other person your full attention if possible.

Most of my participants (16 out of 29 interviewees, including Mark) expressed similar opinions, explicitly

stating that they prefer to focus on the VC and/or expect the same from their partners. Two further participants

mentioned that although they would happily engage in other activities during the VC, their conversational

partners ask them to focus on the interaction. These accounts indicate that there can be disagreement on

whether other activities are appropriate during a VC, which I explore further in Section 4.2. Furthermore, they

also demonstrate that VC users are held accountable for dividing their attention. Three further partici-

pants mentioned that they might ask the other person to move somewhere else if they feel that they are
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“too distracted” by their surroundings. In the most extreme case, April even rescheduled the VC because she

wanted to discuss personal topics with her best friend, who was distracted by other people in the room and

incoming phone messages. These comments indicate that it is not enough to foreground the VC interaction: a

focused VC encounter requires users to choose locations and times where distractions can be minimised.

In line with previous research, my analysis of the videos and interviews indicates that in VC sessions there

is an expectation to keep foregrounding the VC interaction. This expectation is stricter than in the case of face

to face meetings: Norris (2004) gives numerous examples of the complexity of face to face meetings (for

example eating in a cafeteria with a friend; having a chatwith a colleague atwork; or even balancingmeeting a

friend, writing a shopping list, speaking on the phone, playing a game, watching the children, and interacting

with the researcher) and Scollon (2001) has examined the interweaving of chains of actions between friends

meeting in a coffee shop. In contrast, during a VC even turning away from the screen is a marked and

accountable action, as shown above. However, it is clear that in practice the expectation to focus on the VC is

not always met. In the following sections, I examine the conditions under which parallel activities may be

carried out. Firstly, participants may engage on parallel higher-level actions during a VC (4.2). In some

exceptional cases, participants can pursue independent courses of action, backgrounding the VC for long

stretches of time (4.3).

4.2 Interweaving higher-level actions

The recordedVC sessions captured one examplewhere a participantwas engaged in another higher-level action

(Norris 2004, 2016) throughout the entire VC. In this video Sian calls Tracy to interview her for a piece of

coursework, and she is surprised tofind that Tracy is in the kitchen. Tracy reveals that she is cooking,which she

continues to dowhile answering the interview questions. In a detailed analysis of this interaction (Cserző 2016)

I argue that the first maxim of VC (Licoppe and Morel 2012) is relaxed in order to accommodate the re-

quirements of cooking: Tracy remains “on camera”, although her face is not always visible and she stands

relatively far away from her laptop. In this interaction, Tracy switches back and forth between a position

indicating primary involvement with the VC (Figure 2A) and one which allows her to attend to the cooking

(Figure 2B).

When Tracy is standing at the hob, her face is not always visible as her head leaves the range of the camera

(for example in Figure 2B). However, she later adjusts the camera so that her face remains in the frame even

when she’s standing at the hob (Figure 3).

In this case, cooking and participating in the VC can be intertwined relatively easily because the two

activities draw on different modes, similarly to the case of talk at the hair dressers’ (Stefani and Horlacher

2017). Cooking and cutting hair require manual manipulation, leaving the participant free to engage in

conversation at the same time. Throughout the interaction, Tracy shifts her focus of attention between cooking

and the VC interview. However, even when focussing on the cooking, she provides appropriate and timely

responses and remains at least partially within view of the camera. This indicates that the VC is in the

Figure 2: A. Tracy leaning on the counter. B. Tracy standing at the hob.
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midground if her attention when cooking is foregrounded (Norris 2004, 2016). Tracy shifts her position eight

times and she splits her time between the position at the hob and the position at the laptop almost equally,

spending 6min and 20 s in total at the hob and 6min and 9 s in total close to the laptop. This is in sharp contrast

to the instances where participants engage in other activities on their screens, quickly read and reply to

incoming messages or briefly open up web pages unrelated to the conversation without altering their posture.

In Section 4.1, I summarised responses from participants who approach VC sessions as focused en-

counters. For these participants, a “good” VC session is one where both parties dedicate their attention to the

interaction. However, eight participants indicated that the requirement to focus on the VC can be overly

demanding and restrictive. For them, the VC can be more enjoyable if they are free to pursue other activities

during the conversation. For example, Gemma reported that she likes to have the freedom tomove about when

she is talking to hermother or sister on VC. She contrasts these with “an intense conversation”where she is not

allowed to leave the desk.

Gemma: If I want to sit down and have like an intense conversation then I can. But it’s also nice to know that it can just be kind of

relaxed like I can still facetime and have the conversation face-to-face, but I don’t have to be completely tied to sitting onmy chair

at my desk. I canmove around in my room, I can you know do little like bits and bobs while I’m talking, which is what I would do at

home. So I suppose it is good to not have that intensity, to have like a bit of option in what I wanna do as well as talking.

Gemma’s account and the other similar accounts contain many caveats. Firstly, like in the cooking example,

the intertwined activitiesmust be compatible withmaintaining a conversation. Thismeans that they cannot be

too noisy, and they should not take the participants too far from the VC device. Secondly, engaging in parallel

activities was mentioned in the context of close relationships (family members or partners). Finally, such VC

interactionswere presented as a practice that developed over time: interviewees described a “relaxing” of their

initial approach.With an accumulation of VC experience in the historical body, it appears thatmore leeway can

Figure 3: Tracy standing at the hob after adjusting the screen.
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be given in the interaction order in well-established relationships and participants may gain more freedom to

deviate from the talking heads arrangement. In the most extreme cases, this can lead to a new type of

interaction order, which is the lapsed VC encounter.

4.3 Lapsed video chat encounters

In the interviews, six of my participants described using VC in a way that breaks all the rules of focused

encounters: they withdrew from the joint attentional frame for relatively long periods of time to go about their

day (for example to watch TV, do housework, or study); however, they maintained the connection, which

allowed them to remain aware of each other’s presence and summon each other back. Borrowing another of

Goffman’s (1963) terms, I refer to these interactions as lapsed encounters. Similar practices have been reported

under the label open connection (Kirk et al. 2010; Neustaedter et al. 2015), always-on video (Miller and Sinanan

2014; Rosenbaun et al. 2016), or virtual co-presence (de Fornel and Libbrecht 1996; Develotte et al. 2010; O’Hara

et al. 2006).

Goffman uses the term lapsed encounter to refer to people who are considered to “be together” and have

the right to rapidly summon each other’s attention for example while walking silently, dozing on the beach, or

staring at the fire (1963, p. 102–103). This is a different type of interaction order from focused encounters

because participants are free to engage in solitary activities while still maintaining some form of compan-

ionship. The term lapsed encounter can be applied to VC because by leaving the software running, VC users

make it possible to restart communicating abruptly. In the silences between these exchanges they can remain

aware of each other’s activities despite the physical distance between them. The term lapsed encounter also

highlights the boundedness of these interactions: VC usersmust engage in focused interaction before and after

the lapsed encounter. It is currently impossible to start a VC without focused interaction, and, as one

participant pointed out, ending the VC without saying goodbye would be considered rude.

Studies of VC in long distance romantic relationships have argued that lapsed VC encounters can create a

form of virtual co-habitation (Kirk et al. 2010; Longhurst 2017, p. 111; Miller and Sinanan 2014, p. 57; Neu-

staedter et al. 2015). Similar sentiments were expressed by two of my participants (Camille and Bryn) talking

about using VC with their partners, and interestingly also by April talking about VC sessions with her sister.

April:When I skype withmy sister it’s not for the purpose of having a conversation thatmuch. Like when she calls mewe talk about

stuff that’s going on (…) But there comes a point while I’m talking to her where there’s just no need to talk. (…) we’re just

comfortable enough to stay connected even though we’re not paying attention anymore. So it’s like an unspoken agreement

between the both of us that it’s okay now to shift your attention to something else. But I think that is very special and limited to

certain relationships and also to the fact that when I skype withmy sister it’s probably late in the evening, she’s not doing anything

else, she’s just watching TV. And I’m not doing anything else, I’m just sitting there doing something and that’s just it. It feels very

natural because that’s like the moments when we sit together and we talk when I’m at hers. And then we watch TV and we talk

about something for 2 min and then we do something else again.

April, like Camille andBryn, talks about having lapsed encounters via VCwith one specific person only. There is

a “natural transition” from focused encounters into lapsed encounters, which evokes the experience of

cohabitating or physical visits. April describes a ‘comfortable silence’, one where there is no need to talk. In

this context, silence is viewed in a positive light, because it is proof that there is no pressure to talk within the

relationship (Jaworski 2000). Thus, paying less attention contributes to a feeling of intimacy, which is at odds

with the interaction order of focused encounters.

Silences have divergent meanings during focused and lapsed encounters. In focused VC encounters, long

silences are problematic because they mark an absence of response. However, in lapsed VC encounters

participants give each other permission to relegate the VC to the background of their attention. In physical

presence and via VC, long silences are acceptable (under the right circumstances) because presence is

expressed by other means. In phone calls, where the only way to express presence is verbally, silence is
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unacceptable (Rettie 2007, p. 42). Therefore, by transmitting live video, themediational means of VC has made

it possible to participate in a synchronous but loosely structured interaction.

Lapsed encounters also occur in other contexts, where instead of creating a sense of co-habitation the goal

is to remain connected while working, for example during study sessions (Kirk et al. 2010; Miller and Sinanan

2014, p. 57), or at the work-place (Fish et al. 1993; Heath and Luff 1992). Three of my participants also reported

using VC in this manner, keeping a VC window open while studying or writing fiction, activities which are

incompatible with maintaining focused interaction. In such VC sessions, participants shift back and forth

between working individually and engaging each other in conversation for several hours.

The recorded VCs did not include such lapsed encounters. Although the joint attentional frame was visibly

suspended on occasion, these suspensions were brief compared to the length of the VC, and participants

displayed an orientation to resuming the interaction as quickly as possible. When Ray turned his face away to

talk to his partner (Figure 1B), his shoulders were still facing the laptop, displaying a continued orientation to

the backgrounded VC, and he resumed his conversation with Paul within seconds. When Ray left to use the

bathroom, he returnedwithin aminute and the conversation continued. This is in contrast with the accounts of

lapsed encounters which depict longer VC sessions characterised by interactional lulls rather than focused

interaction punctuated by brief suspensions.

Only a small group of my participants (six out of 29) reported habitually engaging in lapsed encounters,

and their accounts indicate that such VC sessions occur only with a few specific people. This is consistent with

the findings of previous studies, but contradicts the prediction (Miller and Sinanan 2014, p. 57) that lapsed

encounters (in their terms “always-onwebcam”) would eventually become the dominant way of using VC. This

is not the case, and I suggest that there are both social and technological reasons for this. Socially, there are few

relationships in which lapsed encounters are meaningful and desirable. In addition, experiments with always-

on VC systems have highlighted that such usage requires a dedicated VC device, which is at odds with the

multifunctional purpose of the devices used for VC today (Neustaedter et al. 2015). Cheaper purpose-built

VC-only devices may bring about a change in attitudes towards lapsed encounters, but at themoment this type

of interaction order is still the exception and not the rule. Domestic VC is not truly “always-on” but rather an

interaction in which participants can move from focused interaction to a lapsed encounter. The mediational

means make it possible to participate in lapsed encounters, but they are designed to facilitate focused

interactions.

4.4 Who is contacted via video chat?

The mere act of starting or accepting a VC session makes a statement about the relationship between the

participants, because not everyone is contacted through this medium. Before COVID-19, VC was a ‘niche’

communication tool in the sense that it was reserved for special occasions, and/or close relationships (O’Hara

et al. 2006). The association of VC with intimate relationships is also implicit in other studies, which focus on

the use of VC in long distance relationships (e.g., Longhurst 2017; Rintel 2013) or between parents, children,

and grandparents (Kirk et al. 2010; Longhurst 2013). In response to COVID-19, there has been a huge increase in

the use of video-conferencing in a work context (Nellis and Menn 2020). Domestic VC use has also increased,

although the extent of this change is still being investigated and it remains to be seen how practices evolve if

restrictions on travel and social contact are lifted.

Similarly to the reports in the studies cited above, my participants described regular VC sessions with

specific people (partners, family, friends). These VC partners were people with close relational ties living in

distant locations. VC was a means to maintain relational closeness during periods where physical meetings

were not possible, in their case due to distance. Themain difference today is that physicalmeetingsmay not be

permissible, no matter how close we may be located. Therefore, there is now a strong incentive to use VC with

people we would previously meet in person.

At the time of data collection and initial analysis, I observed a large gap between the number of people that

could potentially be contacted via VC and the number of people that were regularly contacted in practice. In
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contrast to the early days of Skype when contacts were added one-by-one, smartphone apps (such as What-

sApp, Viber, or FaceTime) automatically connect to the various contact lists stored on the phone. The affor-

dances (Hutchby 2001) of the platforms encouraged connectivity, but the potential reach of VC was not fully

exploited by users. It took a global pandemic for VC to become a truly ubiquitous tool. However, increased VC

use has also spurred public discussions of ‘zoom fatigue’ (Jiang 2020): the exhaustion felt after participating in

video calls. While the year 2020 has changed who we talk to via VC, it has also shed light on the additional

cognitive effort required for participating in a VC compared to face-to-face interactions.

5 Conclusion

This paper has examined attention distribution in dyadicVCs between young adults in themid-2010s through a

micro-analysis of recorded VCs combined with insights from qualitative interviews. The benefit of the com-

bined approach is that I was able to draw systematic links between discourses and practices. Attention was

identified as a central concern in the interviews, reflecting wider discourses about attention as a valuable and

limited resource. The analysis of the recorded VC sessions revealed the interactional work that is required to

maintain a focused VC interaction in terms of remaining in view of the camera and refraining from engaging in

other activities. Furthermore, the interviews clarify that the interactional work starts before the VC session:

participants work to choose a time and location where disruptions can be minimised. As evidenced by the

interviews, for some young adults this interactional work feels very demanding.

In the analysis I take an interactional view of attention, as conceptualised in multimodal (inter)action

analysis (Norris 2004, 2016). This approach makes it possible to account for multiple simultaneous courses of

action, making it particularly well suited for analysing interaction in environments that are rich in potential

distractions, such as a video chat. In addition to speech, gaze, and posture; the analysis of which is well-

established within multimodal (inter)action analysis; I also examined camera movement and screen layout

(see also Cserző 2016, 2020), twomodes that are central to VC interactions. Amultimodal (inter)action analysis

(Norris 2004, 2016) of these modes together with the interview analysis has illuminated the types of actions

which can be smoothly interwoven with VC interactions.

The expectations surrounding attention during a VC can be expressed through a maxim: focus your

attention on the VC interaction. This maxim applies to all participants, regardless of their momentary status as

speaker or listener. Like Grice’s maxims of conversation (1989), the maxim is not always adhered to. However,

such cases are framed as exceptional in the interviews and the videos show that deviation from the maxim

requires further interactional work (i.e.: giving an account for shifts in the focus of attention). All interactions

entail some degree of attention, but in other forms of distance communication and in physical presence there is

greater license to move the body, delay a response, and attend to unrelated activities. What is more, VC

interactions are prone to disruptions through people entering the space or incoming messages on the very

screen mediating the encounter. Since the attention costs of these mediational means are so high, it is no

surprise if participants expect a return on their investment. After all, if the interlocutor’s attention is occupied

elsewhere, you might as well switch to instant messaging.

The affordances (Hutchby 2001) of VC have also made it possible to engage in the counter-normative

practice of lapsed VC encounters. In such interactions, participants withdraw from the joint attentional frame

but continue to allow themselves and their environment to be observed and can be summoned to shift their

focus back to the VC partner. When participating in lapsed encounters, VC users can engage in activities that

are incompatiblewith focused interaction (such as studying, writing, orwatching TV). These lapsed encounters

are the clearest examples of VC as a self-contained meaningful act: in the absence of words, gestures, or

images, all that is exchanged is the live video feed, without the pressure to communicate. Such practices have

been reported in previous VC studies; however, they have not yet been studied in detail. In this paper I have

examined their relation to focused VC encounters based on the accounts from the VC user interviews. Further

insights could be gained by analysing naturally occurring lapsed encounters in VCs.
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VC can be intertwined with other activities if participants agree on the interaction order. In lapsed en-

counters, the relationship is so important that there is value in keeping the channel of communication open for

hours at a time just to make interaction possible. This is in stark contrast with focused encounters, where

pursuing other courses of action is taken as a lack of investment in the interaction. For some participants, any

sign of diverted attention is undesirable. For others, engaging in parallel activities requiring little attention (for

example tidying) makes the interactionmore enjoyable. Activities can be smoothly intertwined with VC if they

do not interfere with the modes that are central in VC: speech, posture, gaze, and facial expressions. Actions

that create noise or take the participant too far away from the device are not compatible with a focused VC

interaction.

The use of video chat and video conferencing has massively increased in the wake of COVID-19. However,

the changes brought about in 2020 also provide support for the arguments laid out in this paper. Spending

more time in video calls hasmade the attention costs of thismode of communicationmore visible to the public.

Although we could easily reach hundreds of people through VC, our capacity to pay focused attention has not

increased. Therefore, in our personal lives we reserve this costly mode of communication for those who most

deserve our attention.
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Appendix: Participant descriptions

Mark is a 22 year old undergraduate student from the UK. He described his use of VC as ‘infrequent’, about

once every 3 months. There was a 5 month period when he was travelling overseas and used VC about twice a

month. He first tried VC at around the age of 14. He uses VC primarily with friends and occasionally family.

Gemma is a 21 year old undergraduate student from the UK. She uses VC about 3–4 times a week. She

started using VCwhen shemoved away from home for her university course. She uses VC to keep in touchwith

her mum, her sisters, and her boyfriend.

April is a 27 year old postgraduate student from Germany. She uses VC at least 5 times a week, often daily.

She has been using VC for 7 years. She keeps in touch with her friends, family, and her boyfriend through VC

(among many other forms of communication). She also uses videoconferencing for work purposes.

Camille is a 30 year old undergraduate student from the UK. In addition to her studies, she also works in

the hospitality industry part-time. She uses VC every week and has first used VC about 3 years ago. She talks

primarily with her new boyfriend, who lives in another city, and some friends who live far away.

Bryn is a 31 year old postgraduate student from the UK. He provided three recordings of his VC sessions

with his boyfriend and participated as an interviewee. Bryn first used VC 5 years before the interview, and was

initially using it about every 6 weeks for work purposes. This changed when he got a new job in a different city

and he started using VC with his boyfriend every day when they were apart. The recordings were made during

this period, but by the time I interviewed him they were living together again and Bryn reverted to using

videoconferencing for work as required.

Sian provided a video recording but she was not interviewed. The VC was recorded as part of the

coursework for an undergraduatemodule onDigital Literacies. Studentswere asked to conduct two interviews:

one via VC and one via IM. They summarised the responses and reflected on the differences between the two

experiences. Recordingswere compulsory for themodule, and students could opt in to share the recordings for
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research purposes. Sian interviewed her friend Tracy who lives in a different city. In addition to answering

Sian’s interview questions they also discussed personal matters and made plans for future events.
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