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Abstract

This paper focuses on a major challenge that the COVID-19 pandemic poses to societies 

worldwide, namely the restriction of social contacts in order to limit the spread of the 

coronavirus. The need to physically distance has enormous implications for private, 

professional and public spaces and situations. When Peter Wagner (2020) pursues the 

question of why the COVID-19 pandemic is ascribed a society-changing potential, he refers 

to this movement restrictions. In fact, the sudden and radical suspension of most economic, 

social and cultural activities (Ammar et al., 2020) during the pandemic has changed the 

possibilities of participating in social space (Levebre, 1974) radically. While measures against

the virus have swept the public space and face-to-face interactions have become a health risk, 

we hypothesise that much of social life has shifted to video-mediated interactions (Beaunoyer

et al., 2020; Gilbert et al., 2020). To maintain sociality, we have observed that, in many cases,

interactions have shifted to video-based communication channels and led to new and 

unexpected spaces.

Accelerated Video usage during the COVID-19 Pandemic

Research on video usage during the COVID-19 pandemic clearly shows an increase in video 

usage during the COVID-19 crisis. This is very well documented, especially for the medical 

sector, as the majority of the literature on video usage during the pandemic relates to medical 

and public health aspects (Gilbert et al., 2020; Greenhalgh, Koh, & Car, 2020; Greenhalgh, 

Wherton et al., 2020; Jiménez-Rodríguez et al., 2020). Due to the restrictions on freedom of 

movement and social contacts, solutions had to be found quickly to maintain interactions for 

relationships, work processes and public infrastructure during the pandemic. Therefore, video-

mediated communication tools were rapidly established. Videos maintained sociality during 

the COVID-19 crisis in various ways:
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 First, videos allowed people to communicate and interact without physical contact. Thus, 

video conferences relieved the health care sector enormously, because video enabled medical 

consultations (Greenhalgh, Wherton et al., 2020) and initial diagnostic clarification (Jiménez-

Rodríguez et al., 2020; Shenoy et al., 2020). Furthermore, triage could be carried out via 

video (John, 2020) so that services could be effectively provided to those most requiring 

them (Patel & Wong, 2020). Video-mediated communications were especially important for 

those who get particularly close to patients. Ophthalmologists and dentists therefore inserted 

video- based solutions for physical examination (Saedon et al., 2020).

Second, videos enabled the maintaining of services over distance. Patients staying at home in 

isolation were supported via videoconferences by healthcare workers (Beattie et al., 2020; 

Gorodeski et al., 2020). With a monitoring system based, among other things, on frequent 

video consultations with their general practitioners, a kind of supportive ‘co-presence’ could 

be provided (Liu et al., 2020). Video-based communication tools were also particularly 

valuable for people in intensive care units and in palliative care, where they improved 

communication between isolated patients and their families, and between patients and their 

care providers (Negro et al., 2020; Ritchey et al., 2020). In addition, therapists switched to 

video conferences to provide therapy and mental health services (Békés & Doorn, 2020; Haun

et al., 2020; McBeath et al., 2020).

Third, videos connected groups and enabled them to share content over distance and to 

collaborate. Through videoconferencing, groups such as students or teams could connect, 

interact, share content and show each other things. Additionally, asynchronous recordings of

the sessions, as well as pre-recorded content, were used to guarantee that those not present 

could at least passively participate later (De' et al., 2020; Moszkowicz et al., 2020).

Asynchronous videos also fulfilled the task of disseminating health information on YouTube

(Hébert et al., 2020; Moon & Lee, 2020).

Fourth, video-mediated communication enabled private contacts, helped maintain 

relationships and offered a kind of community. Several studies have shown that the absence 

of direct interaction and social participation during the COVID-19 pandemic negatively 

affected mental health and life satisfaction. However, those studies also report that people 

socially connected via videoconferencing, phone calls and social media while physically 

distancing.

Significantly, video calls and shared massages could reduce feelings of loneliness and 

depression (Ammar et al., 2020; Ellis et al., 2020). In addition, regular video chats support
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social relationships, even when the people involved are separated. We believe that video- 

mediated interaction during a time when social contact is restricted has maintained 

relationships that were usually based on face-to-face encounters.

Connecting quality of videos

At the centre of our interest are the various digital communication channels (e.g. Microsoft 

Teams, Skype, or simply sending videos via e.g. Facebook, Twitter and WhatsApp) that have

been used heavily in private (e.g., extended family interactions, e.g. grand children and 

grandparents), professional (e.g. work at home) and public situations (e.g. religious 

ceremonies). We are specifically interested in videos, because we assume that with and in 

videos, a form of interaction is possible that cannot be achieved in this intensity through other

mediation formats. This assumption is supported by research on people in long distance 

relationships, like migrating family members (Furukawa & Driessnack, 2013a; Madianou, 

2017; Carman Neustaedter et al., 2013) or long-distance partnerships (Carmen Neustaedter &

Greenberg, 2012). The people involved in these studies reported that they experience 

communication via video as particularly intense and immediate. Video enables the feeling of 

‘being there’ and makes people feel closer to their remote counterpart than other mediated 

technologies do (Carmen Neustaedter & Greenberg, 2012, p. 754). Mothers who have

migrated described how an ‘intensive mothering at a distance’ was enabled by video 

communication in a way that would never have been possible with other media; little children

in particular appreciate the visual aspect (Madianou, 2014, p. 336). Neustadter and Greenberg

(2012) argue that video can create a sense of connectedness for long-distance relationships 

through the possibility of just spending time together. People in long-distance relationships or

family members often let the video chat run for hours without having a specific conversation

– they just do their things ‘next to each other’ and by doing so, they build a space that has not

existed before.

Wide range and variety of video usage: Examples of our first 
data

The available literature on the use of video during the pandemic leaves no doubt that video 

has played a key role in interaction and communication during the restrictions on movement

and social contacts.
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We would like to give examples from our data collection, which have hardly been covered in 

the current literature, to illustrate the diversity of video use during the COVID-19 crisis. From

spring 2020 up to now, we have collected video material, e.g. recorded videoconferences and 

asynchronous recordings of the sessions, as well as pre-recorded content and interviews. Our 

first descriptive analyses of these data show far-reaching translations of social life into video- 

mediated interactions. In the private sector, we have observed an accelerated usage of

synchronous and asynchronous video, for example to spend time together (e.g. two 

schoolmates playing Lego side-by-side for over two hours via WhatsApp video; friends 

cooking together connected through their laptops in their kitchens); to break through isolation

and have fun together (e.g. with video-mediated parties via Skype); to maintain the fixed 

dates of a group of friends (e.g. friends playing weekly games during the COVID-19 crisis via

Zoom); or to share activities (e.g. grandparents and grandchildren doing handicrafts together 

via video). In the aftermath of the sudden switch to videoconferencing and telework, we have 

recognised a kind of rapid professionalisation process (e.g. employees establishing informal 

roles for their morning rounds via videoconferences), more private knowledge about work 

colleagues and at the same time less private relationship building through video conferencing 

from home (e.g. an employee who changed departments and only got to know the new team

through video meetings). We have also seen the use of virtual space for conscious ‘non- 

presence’ in the face-to-face world (e.g. a works council meeting that was held as a video 

conference with 700 attendees in order to influence collective bargaining) and the 

unintentional mutual crossing of privacy boundaries during a video chat between a tutor and 

students from one living room to another (e.g. tutoring that was maintained via Zoom). In the

public sphere, we have collected primarily asynchronous videos providing take home social 

participation, like the gymnastics lessons that were transferred from the gymnastics club to 

the living room via video, the streaming of a religious ceremony or video-based guitar 

lessons.

Discussion: Hybrid sociality as result of video-mediated interactions

The above examples from our data show that video-mediated interactions create ‘translocal’ 

(Hepp & Hitzler, 2014, p. 47) interactions on the basis of ‘mediated presence’. Mediated 

presence is defined as ‘a sense of the presence of one or more persons, despite their physical 

absence, through technological mediation’ (Bourdon, 2020, p. 64) and is furthermore a 

complex, multidimensional phenomenon, connecting different times and spaces in multiple 

ways (Bourdon, 2020, p. 69). On the situational level, we can approach these interactions 
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through a concept from Karin Knorr Cetina: the ‘synthetic situation’ (Knorr Cetina, 2014). 

Knorr Cetina refers to ‘scopic media’ that operate mediated interactions. Scopic mediatization

is a ‘screen-based mediatization’ using electronic media that ‘“present” and make available 

for participants what lies spatially and temporally beyond their reach.’ (Knorr Cetina, 2014,

p. 39). ‘Scopic media “temporalize” situations, in the sense that they present content in a 

sequential streaming fashion.’ They shift boundaries and ‘bring different orders of phenomena 

together’. Thus, ‘local situations can at the same time be global when non-present others and 

territorially distant events become imported into the situation through screens that project 

them’, as in videoconferences. ‘By allowing otherwise remote things to be visually perceived 

together, scopic media expand and augment local situations’ (Knorr Cetina, 2014, pp. 43–45). 

They have ‘world-making effects’, so that they create ‘parallel realities that participants 

orientate themselves towards or become fully absorbed in’ (Knorr Cetina, 2014, pp. 43–45). In 

this way, scopic mediatisation transforms face-to-face situations into ‘synthetic situations’ 

(Knorr Cetina, 2014, pp. 43–45; Einspänner-Pflock and Reichmann, 2014, p. 57)) which are 

the basis for new societal spaces.

This aspect – that the situation goes beyond the interaction of the people involved – is 

important to investigate which situations arise when the private, professional and public 

interactions that usually take place in the corresponding settings are transferred by scopic 

media into synthetic situations. They are in turn integrated into individual physical situations 

(Spradley, 1980). Our assumption is that people enter into a ‘hybrid sociality’ as a result. In 

her emphasis on the situation, Knorr-Cetina already addresses a form of this; hybrid sociality 

is characterised by the simultaneity of contradictory poles that are forced together into a ‘both/

and’ (Pfadenhauer, 2016). As Pfadenhauer points out, the socially constructed nature of social

hybridity is evident in its ‘designation as something that overcomes the boundaries between 

things that were previously separated’ (Pfadenhauer, 2016, p. 157). The synthetic situation 

unites elements that are contradictory, like present and non-present, local and global, and – in 

our case – restricted contact and social connectedness, staying at home while still working in 

the firm, the loss of public spaces and meetings in public settings. We assume that, due to the 

use of scopic media in the COVID-19 pandemic, several situations are met in parallel in one 

space. For example, as (Gao & Sai, 2020) describe it, the child is in a synthetic school 

situation and the mother is in a synthetic work situation; she has to help the child and, at the 

same time, for example, she has to cope with lunch. The same can be expected for the other 

examples of video-based interactions we have found in the current COVID-19 literature: 
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Situations in which one follows a passover ceremony on video from home, a medical 

consultation from the bedroom, a guitar lesson next to a business meeting and so on.
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