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ABSTRACT 

Mobile video calling technologies have become a critical 

link to connect distributed families. However, these 

technologies have been principally designed for video 

calling between two parties, whereas family video calls 

involve young children often comprise three parties, namely 

a co-present adult (a parent or grandparent) helping with the 

interaction between the child and another remote adult. We 

examine how manipulation of phone cameras and 

management of co-present children is used to stage parent-

child interactions. We present results from a video-

ethnographic study based on 40 video recordings of video 

calls between ‘left-behind’ children and their migrant parents 

in China. Our analysis reveals a key practice of ‘facilitation 

work’, performed by grandparents, as a crucial feature of 

three-party calls. Facilitation work offers a new concept for 

HCI’s broader conceptualisation of mobile video calling, 

suggesting revisions that design might take into 

consideration for triadic interactions in general.  
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INTRODUCTION 

Since the economic reform of 1978, China has seen massive 

rural-to-urban internal migration. Due in part to the strict 

residential registration (hu kou) system and other difficulties 

for migrant workers in moving their children with them [37, 

38], some migrant workers may leave their children behind 

in rural areas. The shift has resulted in a large number—61 

million by recent estimates [1]—of so-called ‘left-behind’ 

children (Chinese: liu shou er tong). Such children tend to be 

brought up by adults other than their biological parents, often 

grandparents. Many of these fragmented, translocal families 

[13] come to conduct much of their relationship via regular 

mobile video calls, wherein co-present grandparents work to 

establish regular intimate video connections between the 

remote parents and their children. Such communication has 

been referred to elsewhere as “remote parenting” [12]. The 

literature has discussed the significance of video 

communication and their design to the fabric of intimacy in 

translocal families’ everyday relations [21].  

In this paper we show how moments of intimacy and 

togetherness in video calls play out interactionally, and, most 

critically for the purposes of HCI, the ways that intimacy is 

practically accomplished—made to work—within the 

bounds of present mobile video technologies.  

Certainly, there are many existing studies in HCI on the role 

of technologies (e.g. voice, video) for mediating relations 

between distributed families of one kind or another [2, 15, 

23]. But these have mostly been located in Western contexts 

(although there are exceptions e.g. [4]), and tend to focus on 

calls between co-located parents and children and remote 

grandparents [14]. These studies also largely employ 

interviews, and thus lack details on the interactional specifics 

of conducting familial life via video [15].  

Our study differs from this prior work in two key ways. 

Firstly, there is a relational difference, since we are 

examining cases where the remote parties are the parents 

(and not the grandparents). Secondly, and more importantly, 

we find that no prior studies have closely examined what we 

will call facilitation work, which is a key feature of three-

party calls (e.g. parents-children-grandparents).We use this 

term to refer to the range of supportive activities performed 

by third parties (like grandparents) to establish and maintain 

interactions between a co-present and remote other (in our 

case child and parent respectively). While facilitation work 

is particularly prevalent for calls in which young children are 

involved (given their lack of established skills with cameras 

and the fact that they tend to move around during calls), it is 

not confined to the scenario we focus on for this paper.  

The notion of facilitation work emerges from our video-

ethnographic study of Chinese migrant workers’ family 
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communication practices during video calling between 

(remote, urban-dwelling) migrant parents and their (rural, 

left-behind) children and co-present caregivers (i.e. 

grandparents in our case). The problem is that mobile video 

calling technology seems to largely be designed for one-to-

one interaction as a participation framework, i.e. where it is 

relatively easy to configure the phone camera in a familiar 

“talking-heads” style arrangement [16]. But this is not the 

typical bodily arrangement in a three-party call, especially in 

cases involving young children. In such three-party calls a 

significant amount of work is done by copresent adults to 

enable young children’s engagement with remote parents. 

This is similar to what previous studies have described as 

“scaffolding for video calls” [2] or “scaffolding work” [29]. 

In our data, grandparents not only need to hold the phone, 

they also need to control the child, frame the child, and 

engage the child. We refer to these calls as facilitated three-

party calls.  

We found that a core aspect of facilitation work stems from 

‘camera work’ practices in these calls, whereby 

smartphones—with both front (user-facing) and rear 

cameras—act as the mediating tool. As previous studies have 

stated, ‘showing’ is a key feature of video calling [19], and 

mobile phones offer even more opportunities for this than 

fixed cameras. However, phones also tend to introduce 

various problems that can hinder engagement due to the 

physical and software configuration of cameras and screens.  

Our study focuses on those critical interactional moments 

whereby facilitation work is required, specifically where 

there is a need for the child to ‘do something’ in the course 

of interaction: e.g. to look at a parent, to respond to a 

greeting, or to say goodbye. Parent-child interaction is 

significant as it turns out. In all these cases, the use of the 

front camera is central. For this study, we do not examine a 

range of other moments e.g. where grandparents talk to 

parents directly (facing the camera) or points where 

grandparents switch the camera to show children (see [30]) 

to their parents. Instead, this study is restricted to moments 

of interaction within longer phone calls where facilitation 

work is required for the child to engage with their parent(s).   

MEDIATING INTIMACY FOR DISTRIBUTED FAMILIES 

We briefly review prior studies of parental migration in order 

to contextualize our setting for the reader. In doing so we 

discuss the role of technology in mediating relations between 

such families, and then turn to video and the ways it has been 

investigated in HCI and CSCW. As we do so we reveal key 

conceptual components that have been overlooked within 

these examinations of video-mediated distributed family 

relations and sketch the focal interests of our paper. 

Parental migration and left-behind children 

International and Chinese rural-to-urban internal parental 

migration has been the subject of considerable investigation 

within the migration literature. In this we find a diverse range 

of studies on “remote parenting”, “transnational 

motherhood” [12], “mothering from a distance” [24], or 

“parenting from afar” [27]. These studies have detailed the 

various emotional struggles of migrant parents in trying to 

maintain connections with their children. Studies also show 

that the emotional trauma of separation leads to an increased 

need for communication from afar [21]. 

Previous research on Chinese left-behind children 

specifically has also explored the effects of parental 

migration on children’s health, education, and wellbeing. 

Although some have emphasized that parental migration 

provides economic benefits for children (e.g. [38]), most 

studies argue that family separation affects children 

negatively [33]. Children often feel lonely and isolated, face 

obstacles in studying, and may suffer from cognitive delays. 

The use of mobile video calling, then, can be seen as a 

collective family response to such problems amidst the 

broader economic and societal phenomenon of parental 

migration. 

Video in facilitating distributed family relations 

Various technologies including video have been employed 

by distributed migrant families for some time. Wilding, for 

example, traces how migrants initially communicated with 

their children through letters, postcards and tape recordings, 

and then started to use mobile phones, text messages, as well 

as multimedia such as digital photographs [32]. More 

recently, a growing number of studies have argued that more 

video-mediated communication technologies may be 

particularly important for enhancing intimacy-at-a-distance 

[34]. In particular, it has been suggested that the possibility 

of seeing, and being seen, can mediate a range of relations, 

even over great distances [14]. 

Video calls are thought to be advantageous for very young 

children [21], such as those found in our study. While some 

older children may prefer phone calls, young children (e.g. 

under five years old), due to their limited speech capabilities, 

often have difficulties in communicating with a remote 

parent using a telephone. Nevertheless, they are willing to 

communication, many for long periods of time, using video 

[2, 3, 22, 35].  

Set against this backdrop, HCI and CSCW have also spent 

time investigating various kinds of distributed 

communications between family members—for example, 

grandparents and children [7] —albeit with a view towards 

proposing the (re)design. This has also included broader 

explorations of the role of various network technologies to 

‘raise’ left-behind children and “work-separated” children 

[4, 34]. Such investigations have pointed to the importance 

of video in such relations [34], and we find that video 

communication within families more generally has generated 

substantive interest (e.g. [2, 15, 23, 39]). In line with HCI’s 

interest in (re)design, our work includes exploration of novel 

forms of video-based interaction designs (particularly for 

children, e.g. [6,35, 36]).  
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Three-party mobile video calls and facilitation work 

Our research builds on the work mentioned above and makes 

four main contributions. Firstly, most studies have primarily 

employed interviews (e.g. [15, 23, 35]) rather than direct 

observation of the interaction in and around the video calls. 

We follow studies employing direct observation using both 

static video capture [2, 30] and screen recording [19] to 

record actual interactions, which allow us to explore the 

interactional work of video mediated encounters between 

family members. 

Secondly, existing studies have mostly focused on how 

parents use video calls to maintain intimate relationships 

between their children and remote grandparents (e.g. [30]). 

In our case, it is the parents who are away from their 

children, and not just for a short period, but several years. As 

we have noted already, for parents of left-behind children in 

work-separated families, this leads to a greater emotional 

significance of the video calls due to this separation.  

Thirdly, most previous research on video calls has focused 

on stationary cameras, e.g. a desktop or laptop computer [2, 

15]. In contrast, we focus on mobile cameras, since all our 

calls were made on smartphones. The mobility of the camera 

introduces new challenges [20], especially since it is 

accompanied in our setting by the mobility of participants 

(young children tend to move around during calls).  

Finally, a critical feature of video calling in our study is the 

aforementioned notion of facilitation work. Although 

facilitation work has been hinted at (e.g. [3]), it is generally 

an overlooked phenomenon that has significant implications 

for how HCI understands video calling in terms of family 

relations. This thus offers conceptual enrichment for the 

landscape of HCI’s understanding of design for video. 

STUDYING TRANSLOCAL FAMILIES IN CHINA 

For this study we video recorded a corpus of habitual video 

calls in Chinese migrant families over two years. Fieldwork 

for video recordings was conducted in Sichuan and Guizhou 

provinces in the southwest of China, which are two of the 

largest rural labor export provinces in China [5]. Recruitment 

was challenging, since video-recording requires a greater 

time commitment as well as trust from participants, as 

compared with interviews. We recruited participants via the 

first author’s personal contacts and then continued through 

snowball sampling.  

We chose families where both the father and mother of the 

children were migrant workers, and where regular video calls 

were made. Consequently, all the families were familiar with 

the use of video-mediated communication technologies by 

the time we started recording. However, the ‘technological 

competence’ among the caregivers (always grandparents in 

this study) was mixed. Some grandparents could only use a 

smartphone in a basic way. All families used the Chinese 

instant messaging app WeChat on their smartphones to 

conduct video calls.  

The video recordings were conducted on the children’s side, 

i.e., in the rural areas. A researcher was always present in the 

field to set up the camera equipment before participants 

started their calls. Each video call was recorded, firstly, with 

a traditional camera recording the interaction in front of the 

mobile phone (e.g. [30]) and, secondly, through a screen 

capture of the grandparents’ mobile phone (e.g. [19]). This 

method of recording made it possible to capture all three 

parties in the video communication: remote parents, 

grandparents and left-behind children. Both video streams 

were then synchronized for analysis (as in Figure 1). 

 

 Figure 1: Our approach to video capture  

For this paper, we draw on 40 video calls made by 30 

families. Video calls lasted between 7 and 65 minutes 

(averaging 26 minutes). In order to protect participants’ 

anonymity, all names have been changed. We received 

approval for the project from the Chinese University of Hong 

Kong’s Research Ethics Committee. 

Children in this study are between eight months and three 

years old. In all cases they were accompanied by 

grandparents to conduct video calls, meaning that all calls 

involved three parties. We must note that in interaction, 

parties do not necessarily equal the numbers of people. As 

Schegloff argues [26], the organization of talk is distributed 

amongst parties, not amongst persons. So, we use the term 

three parties to refer to remote migrant parents, grandparents, 

and children, who play different roles in interactions. Thus, 
it is possible in the fragments we select that there are between 

three and (at most) six people (two parents, two 

grandparents, and two children), but we still treat them as 

three-party calls. 

Our approach is informed by ethnomethodology [8] and 

conversation analysis [25], which aim to explore 

participants’ own understanding and their own analysis of 

local situations. Our focus is on exhibiting the organised, 

methodical ways in which social action is ordered and 

achieved. In this case ‘social action’ pertains to the 

accomplishment of family relationships whether that be 

parent-child (of both generations) or grandparent-

grandchild. Thus, the fragments selected are used to show 

how these relationships—as interactional phenomena—are 
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endogenously negotiated and produced, and the ways in 

which they arise from members’ practices.  

When working on our videos, we noticed that participants 

displayed problems with what we termed ‘camera work’, e.g. 

in framing children or objects. Our analysis for this paper is 

based on a broader set of 63 instances where camera work 

manifested as an issue in facilitated three-party calls.  

VIDEO CALLS WITH VERY YOUNG CHILDREN  

We begin by highlighting how the need for facilitation work 

emerges in three-party calls, particularly when young 

children are involved in the setting. In our data, the 

challenges can be easily seen from the fact that very young 

children are not always competent to hold the phone.  

In Figure 2, a child (11 months old) takes the phone from her 

grandfather and holds it while they are on a video call with 

her mother (2a). The child then shakes the phone and drops 

it to the bed (2b), which prompts the grandfather to pick up 

the phone (2c). After a moment, the child’s (remote) mum 

complains that “the phone is always shaking”: 

 

Figure 2: A child shaking and dropping the phone 

Prior to the actual complaint, the mum asked the grandfather: 

“is she holding the phone or are you holding?” (line 04). This 

illustrates the difficulties for the remote party in rendering 

the grandparent-child scene intelligible, and accounting for 

events that are out of view of the camera, which includes the 

question of who is holding the phone.  

More generally we find in our data that although some young 

children may be able to physically hold a mobile phone, 

actually doing so often results in abrupt movements or 

shaking of the device in ways that disrupt ‘good’ camera 

work. Children may also touch the phone’s screen which 

may affect the call, e.g. abruptly ending video calls or 

switching apps accidentally. As shown in our cases, central 

importance to three-party video calls is remote parents’ 

experience—what they can see and hear—and the reciprocal 

orientation of other parties to that. Very young children’s 

lack of learned competence in manipulating the phone 

creates complexity and challenges for such video calls. The 

importance of operating the mobile phone camera stably and 

properly thus becomes a crucial factor for conducting a 

‘successful’ video call, and for mediating the parent-child 

relationship at a distance.  

FACILITATED THREE-PARTY VIDEO CALLS  

Grandparents holding the phone  

As shown in Figure 3 below, in our data typically it was 

grandparents who held the phone. Figure 3’s images were 

taken from the openings of video calls and show the 

configurational diversity of facilitated three-party video calls 

among migrant parents, children and grandparents (in 

contrast with two-party video calls between parents and 

children).  

 

Figure 3: Grandparents holding the phone for  

facilitated three-party parent-child video calls 

Figure 3 also points to the (interactional) significance of 

children being visible on-screen for remote parents (even at 

the very beginning of interaction), and the preference for 

accomplishing this as soon as possible on the part of 

grandparents. The ways that grandparents hold the phone 

often involves physically positioning children and the mobile 

phone camera such that the scene is configured appropriately 

for the viewing parent. Grandparents may physically hold the 

child and point the phone towards the both of them, enabling 

them to more closely monitor the scene such that it will be 

visible to remote parents (3a-3b, above). Alternatively, 

grandparents may adopt a position perpendicular to the child 

while hold the phone facing the child (3d-3f, above). We 

noticed a tendency for this latter approach for older children 

within the age range covered by our video recordings (i.e., 

those closer to 3 years old). (3c represents something in 

between these two approaches where one grandparent is 

visible while the other is perpendicular to the phone). 

Grandparents preventing children grabbing the phone 

In our data, children physically interacting with the phone 

tended to lead to trouble and disruption when establishing 

and maintaining a visual connection between remote parent 
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and child. In these cases, grandparents often anticipated and 

prevented children grabbing the phone. Our next fragment, 

shown in Figure 4, shows how this trouble can be projected 

by grandparents and resolved by them in a simple way.  

This fragment begins during the ringing phase of a video call, 

summoning the remote parents. Whilst ringing, the 

grandmother here positions the phone in front of the child, so 

that when the parents appear on the screen, they will see their 

child immediately and vice versa (the orientation of those in 

the three-party call to the importance of the child being seen 

first or responding first is a key point we will return to 

below). To begin with, the phone is positioned close to the 

child; the child then moves his hand to grasp the phone (4a). 

After this, the child walks toward the phone (4b), whereupon, 

as we can see clearly in (4c), the grandmother moves the 

phone away to restrict physical access:  

 

Figure 4: Child attempting to grab the phone 

An important way of protecting the visual connection 

between parent and child is thus for the co-present 

grandparent to appropriately anticipate and manage physical 

access to the phone. But restricting physical access has its 

tensions. Facilitating the connection between parent and 

child requires rendering the local scene intelligible to the 

remote parent (e.g. positioning the child visibly on screen in 

an appropriate framing, and accounting for problems), yet at 

the same time facilitation work involves monitoring, 

anticipating, and avoiding physical access to the device by 

the child. This latter activity not only impacts but sometimes 

works against appropriate camera work to ensure the 

connection between parent and child is delivered 

successfully for both.  

Grandparents doing facilitation work  

We consider facilitation work to be the key job of 

grandparents as members of the setting. They facilitate what 

the children are trying to do (e.g. when the child is trying to 

show something to the remote parent), but equally they 

facilitate what the parents are trying to do (e.g. get a response 

from the child, where the grandparent may repeat the initial 

request by the parent or prompt the child in a new way).  

The two examples below offer further insights that show how 

facilitation work comes to encompass a broad range of 

interactional resources.  

Grandparents positioning the phone & prompting the child  

In the fragment in Figure 5, we show how positioning may 

be interactionally accomplished as a matter of grandparents’ 

facilitation work. This involves careful coordination of 

bodily and verbal resources in a timely and sequentially 

organised way such that they set the stage for—that is, 

configure—a moment of interaction (such as a greeting in 

this case) between mother and child.  

In this fragment, the child is only nine months old. Her 

grandfather initiates the video call to her mother. Initially the 

phone camera acts as a ‘mirror’ during the ringing phase, 

showing the grandfather himself (5a). At this point the 

grandfather moves the phone from himself to the direction of 

the child, meaning that the phone camera and its display now 

shows the child (5b). He also verbally prompts the child to 

“take a look (at this)” (line 03) before the child’s mother 

actually appears on the phone. This amount of work leads to 

a mother-child ‘talking heads’ configuration [16] when the 

video connection is established (5c). 

 

Figure 5: Grandparent positioning phone & prompting child 

In this example, the grandparent establishes an intelligibility 

to the scene by staging the visual position of the child in the 

shot via framing (5b). This is done so that the mother’s 

opening view is that of her child. In the course of this careful 

framing, the grandfather also uses a verbal prompt (“take a 

look at this”) to solicit the child’s gaze towards the screen in 

preparation for the anticipated (and subsequent) appearance 

of the mother’s face. 
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Our next fragment, Figure 6, provides a slightly different 

example. In this case (from a different family), the child is 

already on screen, yet the grandfather treats this as 

insufficient. He touches the child’s shoulder in order to 

solicit the child’s gaze towards the screen (6a). In response 

the child gazes towards the screen, looking at her remote 

father (6b): 

 

Figure 6: Grandparent getting the child’s attention 

The key point here is that there are at least two elements to 

‘good’ camera work: framing and attention. These two are 

sequentially organized. First, at the start of the call 

facilitators configure the position of their phone, such that 

the child is on-screen. Second, the facilitators manage the 

attentional aspect, i.e. make sure that the child is visibly 

attending to the remote parent (e.g. is looking at the screen). 

In order to accomplish this, facilitators draw on a range of 

verbal and embodied resources—such as physically 

manipulating the phone, positioning the child, inspecting the 

current framing, instructing the child, etc. Doing this is also 

a demonstration of the priorities of those doing facilitation 

work: to ensure the child is the first thing on screen for the 

parent, and that the child in turn is ready to attend to the 

parent as soon as they connect to the video call. 

Facilitation work, as a gross manual skill, also turns on 

facilitators’ preference for maintaining their essential 

‘invisibility’ as the interaction unfolds. Sometimes, 

grandparents may purposefully avoid appearing in the shot 

or withhold speaking so that they are not verbally indicating 

their presence. Other times, grandparents are not literally 

invisible. Instead, they work themselves into the background, 

setting up their main function as supporting the interactional 

relation between parent and child. For example, if 

grandparents are visible at the beginning of a call (e.g. when 

they press the ‘accept call’ button), they may immediately 

turn the phone towards the child, without greeting the remote 

parent first (something that in other circumstances could be 

considered to be rude). Alternatively, they often may 

verbally prompt the children (e.g. “greet dad”; “say mum”; 

“ask mum whether she had lunch”); although these prompts 

are likely to be audible by remote parents, both the child and 

the parent can ‘pretend’ that the child is speaking directly to 

the parent (rather than being ‘coached’ by the grandparent). 

PROBLEMS FOR THREE-PARTY VIDEO CALLS  

Grandparents ‘not framing’ children  

While we have seen that facilitation work may be performed 

very proficiently in certain cases, it surprised us that this was 

often not the case and framing did not always work despite 

participants clearly trying to. That is to say: grandparents 

were often clearly trying to frame the children so that they 

would be in a position to interact with their remote parents, 

but the way the grandparents positioned the phone 

sometimes resulted in a view that either did not show the 

children or only showed them partly, leading to frequent 

repair work. This shows that facilitation work for three-party 

calls is not easy. Our data is replete with instances where 

grandparents struggle to frame the child or children for 

remote parents (in contrast with our last two fragments). To 

begin with, a broad examination of our data shows that in the 

video calls between family members, almost half of the time 

the child is not clearly visible. Although we have shown that 

grandparents are indeed able to accomplish ‘good’ framing, 

achieving this remains a persistent trouble that significantly 

disrupts most calls. To show the reader what this looks like, 

we have assembled Figure 7, which depicts a selection of 

problematic framings of the camera.  

 Figure 7: Problems in grandparents’ framing 
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The grandparents in Figure 7 (external camera views on the 

left) are clearly trying to show the child for the remote 

parents. For example, in Figure 7a, the grandmother leans her 

head to look at the screen and positions the phone right in 

front of the girl, but the camera only frames the child’s hair 

and the grandmother’s clothes. In Figure 7b, although the 

child is not looking towards the phone, the grandparent is 

again trying to show the child to the parent by turning the 

phone toward the child, but is capturing primarily the room, 

rather than the child in the shot. Furthermore, at times there 

are extra contingencies that that the grandmother has 

difficulty managing. As shown in Figure 7c, the grandmother 

uses one hand to hold the child, and the other hand to hold 

the phone. This of course raises more challenges for the 

grandmother to frame the child. In this case, the phone only 

shows the ceiling.  

Children’s media literacy: ‘not showing’ objects  

We found that problems and challenges around camera work 

occurred not only for grandparents, but also for children. 

This was an issue not so much around the children framing 

something (since, as we indicated above, children rarely had 

physical access to the phone). Instead, this was an issue 

around children trying to show something to the remote 

parents ‘through’ the phone, but where the ‘showable’ was 

not actually ‘in view’. Previous studies have shown that 

showing is not something that just happens, but that 

interactants coordinate and organise their showing in 

detailed ways [17, 18, 19]. In particular, participants need to 

bring the object to camera view, or they may need to switch 

the camera to the back view in order to show the objects [19]. 

When showing something to the front of a camera, it is 

important to account for the “interactional asymmetries in 

video-mediated communication” [10]. Following Schutz 

[28], Heath and Luff [10] observed that in everyday life 

participants assume, for all practical purposes, an 

interchangeability of standpoints and a core “reciprocity of 

perspectives”. However, this no longer holds in video-

mediated communication: just because I can see you on the 

video screen and I can see an object in my hand, doesn’t 

mean that you can see the object in my hand via the camera.  

In our data, children were not always aware of this 

asymmetry. For example, they seemed to assume that, if they 

can see their parents on screen, their parents are thus able to 

see them as well. In the next fragment (Figure 8), grandfather 

(GRF) holds the phone, and the two children are eating ice 

cream. The (remote) mum asks the big brother (the boy) “big 

brother, have you eaten up yours (your ice cream)?”. The boy 

vocalises a smiling sound (“hey hey he ha”), then he moves 

his empty ice cream stick toward the screen to show to his 

mum that he has eaten up his ice cream (8a). However, the 

stick is not visible on screen (8b).  

Previous studies have been mostly based on two-party video 

calls, i.e. the one who shows the object is the one who holds 

the phone. In our data this is not the case, since it is the 

grandparent who is holding the phone and the child who 

wants to show objects for remote parents. From Figure 8, we 

find that showing an object in three-party video calls raises 

new challenges, especially when it is the child who initiates 

the showing. We see the boy explicitly orienting to 

attempting a ‘showing’ on screen, because he moves the ice 

cream stick toward the screen. But his lack of awareness of 

media asymmetries makes this showing unsuccessful.  

 

Figure 8: Boy trying to show the empty ice cream stick to 

remote mum 

DEALING WITH PROBLEMS IN THREE-PARTY CALLS 

Given the significance of seeing and being seen, it seems 

very important that a rapid solution to problems is sought by 

family members. Although we find in our data that those 

problems and challenges are often not recognised or 

topicalised (i.e., surfaced in and made relevant to the 

interaction), at times they are. In fact, such recognition and 

topicalisation of problems are the essential way to make 

these troubles visible, explicit and therefore solve them.  

Here we look at the nature of these troubles and their 

resolution by different parties. Particularly we want to 

explore how framing problems come to be practically 

encountered and resolved. While some framing problems 

were not topicalised by remote parents or other co-present 

members (but nevertheless resolved), there were many cases 

where parties did bring to attention framing trouble and 

asked for its resolution. A simple way of resolving framing 

problems, such as those shown in Figure 2 above, is to bring 

them to the attention of the person holding the camera, i.e., 

to topicalise them.  

We identified three main ways that problems with camera 

work might be topicalised: first, grandparents self-checking 

the phone; second, remote parents complaining about camera 
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work; third, co-present, non-phone-holding grandparents 

complaining about camera work.  

The first and perhaps easiest way for the resolution of 

troubles with facilitation work is for the grandparent holding 

the phone to notice and resolve it themselves. Practices of 

‘self-checking’ become a routine activity for grandparents 

acting on a (anticipatory) sensitivity towards the 

intelligibility of their local environment and the children in 

it. As we show in Figure 9, a grandparent might turn the 

phone back to themselves to check the call status in 

preparation for pointing the camera towards a child (9a); they 

might lower their body down to check the screen (9b); or 

perhaps move the phone closer to themselves to check and 

then it move back to the child (9c).  

 

Figure 9: Examples of grandparent self-checking the phone 

screen 

A second way of dealing with problems was for the remote 

parent to topicalise troubles within a grandparent’s 

facilitation work. Figure 10 provides an example: a 

grandmother holds the child in her arms while asking the 

child to say goodbye to her mum. The child then waves her 

hand, and says “mum, bye:bye:::” (10a, line 01). As depicted 

in 10a, the problem here is that the child’s head and waving 

are not visible on the parent’s screen.  

The grandmother again prompts the child to “say again mum 

bye bye” (line 03) and “say dad” (line 04), who is off-screen. 

The child complies with the grandmother’s latter prompt and 

says “dad” (line 05). Then in line 06, the remote mum utters 

in a loud voice, “I DIDN’T SEE YOU!”, which formulates a 

complaint that the child was not visible. After this, the 

grandmother changes the camera position, moving the phone 

towards the child’s head to correct the framing of the shot, 

after which the child then becomes visible on the mum’s 

screen, although the action (waving) is not redone (10b).  

This example demonstrates some of the challenges facing 

those facilitating the call when managing the position of the 

child or children in concert with attempts to render that 

selfsame scene available to the remote parent or parents. It 

also shows the ways in which parents assess moment-by-

moment the facilitation work of the co-present grandparents. 

In this case the topicalisation of the trouble is indirect in that 

the mum produces a complaint lexically addressed to the 

child, in spite of the need for resolution being a matter for the 

grandparent. Again, this speaks to the ‘invisibility’ of the 

grandparent as a supporting third party, responsible for 

establishing and maintaining mediated interactions between 

parent and child. 

 

Figure 10: Remote parent complaining about camera work 

Complaints like those shown in  Figure 10 also occur in other 

calls. For example, in Figure 2 when mum stated, “the phone 

is always shaking”. We note other similar cases elsewhere 

such as parents saying, “I DIDN’T SEE YOU!”, or “I haven’t 

seen you”. Somewhat differently, we also see cases that 

involve instructional work from parents about how to resolve 

troubles such as framing: “move up the phone, move up a bit 

so that I can see your face”. 

Third, troubles may be raised by co-present other adults (i.e. 

those not currently engaged in facilitation work). As shown 

in the fragment below (Figure 11), a grandfather directs the 

phone screen (and camera) towards his granddaughter while 

she dances for her (remote) father. However, the girl is out 

of shot during this dance (11a). Subsequently the 

grandmother, who stands next to the girl, says “you didn’t 

show her” to grandfather. In response, the grandfather 

changes the angle of the phone, tracking rightwards slightly, 

such that the girl is then on screen (11b).  
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Figure 11: Co-present grandmother complaining about 

camera work 

In this case the co-present grandmother provides ongoing 

‘checking’ of the video call, contributing to facilitation work 

that is needed to maintain the quality of the connection 

between the parent and child.  

We want to briefly recap the three ways we identified that 

participants recognize and topicalise framing problems and 

provide opportunities for people to correct camera work. 

First, grandparents’ self-checking shows the phone-holder’s 

recognition of possible problems. Their self-checking and 

self-repairing of the phone camera in some way captures the 

responsibility of a phone-holder: someone who holds the 

phone seems responsible to hold it at a correct angle. Second, 

a remote parent’s complaint about camera work (e.g. Figure 

10) is not just a complaint about the fact that they cannot see 

the child, but also can be heard as a complaint to the phone-

holder for not holding the phone correctly. As a 

consequence, the complaint leads to an immediate correction 

by grandparents. Third, and turning to the last fragment, a 

co-present, non-phone-holder’s complaint about camera 

work (e.g. the grandmother in Figure 11) shows us how 

repair of the framing can be done in a collaborative way. 

Here, as the phone-holder (grandfather) is facing the back of 

the phone, he is not able to see the screen, and instead the 

grandmother’s complaint helps him to re-position the phone.  

All three ways of dealing with problems show the dual nature 

of video call screen, where there is a ‘big’ screen and a 

‘small’ screen during video call. That is, the screen is a 

combination of what is shown and what is showing. In other 

words, showing parents to children (what is shown on 

screen) and showing children to parents (what is showing on 

screen) are two different but parallel activities for 

grandparents to achieve during the video calls. Their camera 

work is the crucial way to achieve this. 

DISCUSSION 

Since economic shifts in China have led to the dislocation 

and fragmentation of families, those families have 

increasingly turned to video calling technologies to 

‘mitigate’ (in some limited sense) the situation of separation. 

Research in both HCI and migration and new media has 

emphasised the benefit of video technologies for distributed 

families to mediate intimacy, and suggested the need to shift 

from a focus just on people’s experience of using the 

technologies toward supporting family relationships within 

technology-mediated interactions [2, 14].  

Throughout the corpus of video recorded video calls that we 

have presented fragments from, our findings emphasised the 

interactional accomplishment of those calls, locating how 

expectancies and troubles are variously treated by the call 

parties. We identified frequent examples where there are 

significant challenges and problems encountered when 

manipulating the camera in such video calls. It is important 

to note that these differ substantively to problems 

encountered in one-to-one video calls. As seen from the data, 

both migrant parents and grandparents hope to establish a 

parent-child interaction, rather than parent-grandparent talk. 

This is the nature of a whole class of three-party calls. In our 

study, the configuration of these three parties was such that 

the person who holds the phone is not the main (expected) 

speaker, and as a result facilitation work becomes part and 

parcel of this party’s role. Unpacking the nature of these 

interactional details at the same time also articulates the 

practical production of within-family relationships. 

Facilitation work 

Our study’s primary contribution is the identification of 

facilitation work as a key feature of three-party video calls 

(not all three-party calls necessarily, but certainly those in 

which one party is less able to perform routine aspects of a 

video call). We believe that the main challenges are for 

grandparents, who are the facilitators for parent-child 

communication. We can summarise it thus. First, facilitation 

work by grandparents is significantly oriented towards the 

primacy of parent-child interactions. Grandparents try to 

position themselves as a facilitator who holds, manages, and 

corrects the camera work in order to create a better video 

experience for the parents and children. Second, facilitation 

work is about supporting another party in the call who cannot 

do certain things for themselves. In our cases, the children 

are very young; their inability to conduct a video call on their 

own has resulted in the need for facilitation. Third, 

facilitation work is oriented to ensuring the practical 

‘invisibility’ of the facilitator so as to enable and support 

interaction between the other two parties to the call (parents 

and their children). For example, in many of our cases, 

grandparents are invisible on screen while only the children 

are visible. Fourth, facilitation work consists of rendering the 

scene intelligible for the remote party. Showing children on 
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screen for remote parents is an important part of family life 

at a distance. Fifth, facilitation work uses verbal and bodily 

methods to configure camera work so that the interactions 

are appropriately staged and timely managed.  

Mobile devices do not support facilitation work 

Our study demonstrates various ways in which mobile 

devices, which have become a vital tool for mediating family 

relationships at-a-distance via video calling, are not well 

suited for facilitation work. Both in terms of the physical 

design of camera and screen placement as well as the design 

of video calling services, the present mobile devices seem to 

be primarily designed for two party circumstances, with little 

regard for the introduction of a third party in use and 

therefore of facilitation work. In our case specifically of 

distributed families mediating their relationships via video 

calling, we can readily point to a set of capabilities that need 

to be adopted by the grandparent and could be better 

supported in the technology: 

(i) Positioning and framing: to rapidly position on screen 

and frame the child such that parents can see them; 

(ii) Multitasking: to be able to continuously monitor 

camera position while at the same time attending to 

children (e.g. grandparents may need to be holding 

the child while working on positioning the phone); 

(iii) Timing: adjusting the camera appropriately during 

time-sensitive, important moments for parent-child 

interactions (e.g. greetings, kissing to say goodbye) 

(iv) Integration: weaving the child’s co-present activities 

into the call e.g., showing of children doing a dance; 

(v) Shaping ongoing interactions as mobile camera-

oriented: to manage problems with the media literacy 

of children e.g. in terms of not appreciating the lack 

of reciprocity for mobile phone cameras. 

Mobile video calling is not suited for young children 

It is clear from our study that mobile video calling also fails 

to consider some of the more specific challenges encountered 

when young children are brought into calls. We have 

described these as matters of ‘media literacy’ in children’s 

interactions with mobile devices. This returns us to a well-

trodden issue in research on video mediated interactions: the 

non-reciprocity of perspectives. This essential asymmetry in 

video conferencing systems and other applications of video 

for distributed parties has been explored in prior work [9, 10, 

31]. However, we note that the asymmetry problem is 

significantly exacerbated in the use of mobile video with 

young children, as we saw in some of our examples. 

Facilitation work thus is an attempt to manage these 

asymmetries. The distinctive feature here is in our three-

party configuration, where one party typically does not have 

the capability (yet) to themselves account for the lack of 

reciprocity of perspectives. 

The value of video ethnographic work to unpack 
facilitation work  

Finally, we see value in our approach for investigating 

distributed families’ uses of video. Specifically we believe 

there are opportunities for HCI research in more fully 

exploring the use of video-based ethnographic studies (for 

us, these are ethnomethodologically-informed video studies) 

in this area (although they have been applied in other 

domains, see an overview from [11]). There are various 

benefits of this kind of video analysis. Facilitation work, 

although in some sense not ‘new’, is nevertheless something 

that easily goes unnoticed. Prior research has quite 

understandably primarily focused on the parent-child 

relationship. If you actually study such video calls, one 

begins to notice the significant work of grandparents. Our 

approach thus corrects this oversight and gives us a good first 

look at the interactional accomplishment of facilitation by 

foregrounding it via video recordings. Doing video analysis 

thus enables us to recover the detailed ways in which parent-

child relationships can be mediated by video (with the 

facilitation of a third party), respecifying our understandings 

of relations between parent and child by recognising the 

fullness of the role that may be played by a third party, or in 

our case, grandparent(s). 

Of course, our study is not without limitations. We examine 

a set of normative organisations of families in the Chinese 

migrant worker context. Our data is limited to the 

practicalities of recruitment and we point out that our study 

cannot speak necessarily to a broader range of family 

arrangements that lie beyond the circumstances of this 

particular study. That is for future work. 

CONCLUSION 

Our study has uncovered the critical distinctiveness of the 

three-party dynamic of video calling and the significance 

(interactionally, emotionally, etc.) of facilitation work as a 

feature of that dynamic. In particular, our findings highlight 

the significant interactional complexity of video-mediated 

interaction involving young children.  

Previous studies implicitly documented two main types of 

facilitation work: (a) controlling and shepherding the child’s 

body, e.g. positioning them in front of a (stationary) camera 

attached to a computer [2]; and (b) providing verbal 

assistance for the child to respond to remote party’s 

questions [30]. Our study reveals two elements of a non-

stationary, mobile form of facilitation work that results from 

the ‘dual mobility’ of smartphone cameras and of young 

children, which brings out  a new dimension of facilitation 

that is focused on camera work itself. Our findings also allow 

reflections on other situations whereby facilitation is needed, 

for instance, video calling with elderly or disabled people 

where communication is supported by a third-party.  
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