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Abstract
Copresence, the idea that the presence of other actors shapes individual behavior, links 
macro- and micro-theorizing about social interaction. Traditionally, scholars have focused 
on the physical proximity of other people, assuming copresence to be a given, objective 
condition. However, recent empirical evidence on technologically mediated (e.g., e-mail), 
imaginary (e.g., prayer), and parasocial (e.g., watching a television show) interactions 
challenges classic copresence assumptions. In this article we reconceptualize copresence 
to provide theoretical building blocks (definitions, assumptions, and propositions) for a 
revitalized research program that allows for the explicit assessment of copresence as an 
endogenous, subjective variable dynamically related to social context. We treat copresence 
as the degree to which an actor perceives mutual entrainment (i.e., synchronization of 
attention, emotion, and behavior) with another actor. We demonstrate the ramifications of 
this reconceptualization for classic theorizing on micro-macro linkages and contemporary 
research questions, including methodological artifacts in laboratory research and disparities 
in patient-provider rapport.
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The study of social interaction traces its roots to Triplett’s (1898) research on how individual 
action is influenced by the contemporaneous physical presence of others or, to use Goffman’s 
(1966) term, copresence. Early investigators of interaction built on this original understand-
ing of copresence (e.g., Bandura, Ross, and Ross 1963; Goffman 1966; Zajonc 1965). Over 
the next 40 years, researchers worked to specify the outcomes of copresence at the micro-
level for individuals and its relationship to macrostructures.
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Yet the physical presence of other actors is neither necessary nor sufficient for copres-
ence. Recent studies indicate that dynamics of direct human-human interaction in a shared 
physical space are also present in computer-mediated communication (CMC) with a human 
or computer-controlled agent (McCall and Blascovich 2009; Sivunen and Hakonen 2011), 
imaginary conversations with human and nonhuman entities (Cerulo 2009, 2011; Sharp 
2012), and parasocial interactions with media personalities (Giles 2002). Rather than sug-
gest that these interactions require separate and isolated theories from those about physically 
collocated humans, we view this as an opportunity to refine existing theories and frame-
works (for an example of a similar approach, see Walther, Gay, and Hancock 2005) and take 
a fresh look at long-standing, taken-for-granted notions of situated interaction. Unifying 
these forms of interaction offers the additional benefit of helping us understand the range of 
encounters that may take place in a single setting, such as the trading floor of a foreign 
exchange market (Knorr Cetina and Bruegger 2002), where interactions occur through dif-
ferent modalities (e.g., face to face and computer mediated).

In light of the challenges raised by this recent research, we reconceptualize copresence. 
We contend that copresence is distinguished by its subjective nature that, in turn, frames 
experiences of objective situations. Copresence is the perception of mutual entrainment 
between actors, where entrainment is the mutual synchronization of three components: 
attention, emotion, and behavior. Additionally, where most sociological treatments of 
copresence view it as a binary variable (people are copresent or not), we conceptualize 
copresence as a continuous, intraindividual variable. We follow Cerulo’s (2009) lead in 
emphasizing perceptions to encapsulate broader forms of social interaction and use this to 
build on previous theorizing on the importance of social context (e.g., Marshall 2002; Zhao 
and Elesh 2008).

We outline a sociological research program for copresence that includes a formal defini-
tion of its properties and a set of propositions for future empirical inquiry. We highlight four 
core features of copresence: (1) its subjectivity, (2) its variability for each actor within an 
interaction, (3) its responsiveness to contextual factors, and (4) its influence on interactional 
outcomes. Our definition emphasizes two measurable dimensions: (1) one’s entrainment 
with others and (2) one’s belief that others are mutually entrained with oneself. Both dimen-
sions are necessary for explicitly capturing copresence and to formally develop propositions 
that anchor the concept in established research literatures. We propose that situational fac-
tors influence the first dimension of copresence (our perceived entrainment with another) 
and assume this occurs prior to the second dimension (the subjective perception that the 
other is entrained with us). We focus on this second dimension as driving interactional out-
comes through a variety of well-established interactional processes.

After a brief review of prior literature on copresence and the presentation of a formal 
model, we offer assumptions and eight propositions that anchor copresence in topics impor-
tant to scholars studying social interaction: nonverbal cues, schemas, status, social identity, 
helping behavior, persuasion, social judgments, and attachment. The first four topics show 
how context influences our entrainment with another; the last four demonstrate outcomes of 
perceiving another’s entrainment with us. For each proposition, we draw on multiple 
literatures—from sociology, psychology, and communication—to outline how all three 
components of entrainment—attention, emotion, and behavior—are implicated. These 
eight modular propositions can be used to generate theory and testable hypotheses. We con-
clude by applying these propositions to show how an improved understanding of copresence 
can inform theorizing in two illustrative research areas: protocol differences in laboratory 
experiments and disparities in physician-patient rapport.
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BACKGROUND

Copresence is firmly positioned within social theory as the medium through which micro-
macro influences are accomplished. Simmel (1908), for example, doubted macro-sociological 
approaches that ignored or downplayed the importance of patterned social interaction. More 
recently, Giddens (1984) posited that structures exist insofar as they are enacted on the 
micro-level. Having actors collocated is thus necessary for the process by which situated 
social interaction (re)produces larger social systems; there is no wider structure without 
corporeal human beings interacting. Copresence is also a core aspect of Collins’s (2004) 
theory of interaction ritual chains, which posits a system in which social actors increase or 
replenish personal stores of “emotional energy” through satisfying interaction rituals (fol-
lowing Goffman’s use of the term). Feelings of solidarity, increases in emotional energy, 
creation of symbols, and feelings of morality all stem from interaction rituals, which require 
“mutual focus of attention [as] a crucial ingredient” (Collins 2004:50). Martin (2009) sums 
up these micro-macro influences as follows: “Social structure is here considered to refer to 
recurring patterns of social interaction, where the patterning is in regards to concrete indi-
viduals (and not roles or classes)” (p. 9).

Because many of these ideas were developed prior to the contemporary advent of CMC 
and the corpus of research on imaginary and parasocial interaction, copresence is here con-
flated with sharing the same physical space. In reconceptualizing copresence, we focus on 
perceptions to analytically separate the two. We contend that individual perceptions are cru-
cial for understanding copresence. This idea is hinted at in Mead’s (1913) early work on how 
conscious experience of exchanging gestures with others lays the groundwork for an indi-
vidual’s notion of subjective copresence, although little subsequent work traces back to this 
perspective (but see Couch 1989). Similarly, Cooley (1902) pointed out that the collocation 
of actors in a physical space is not enough to affect social outcomes:

It is important to face the question of persons who have no corporeal reality, as for 
instance the dead, characters of fiction or drama, ideas of the gods and the like. Are 
these real people, members of society? I should say that in so far as we imagine them 
they are. . . . On the other hand, a corporeally existent person is not socially real unless 
[he or she] is imagined. (p. 122)

Much later, Giddens (1991) pointed out that sharing the same physical space is not suf-
ficient: “a person may be on the telephone to someone twelve thousand miles away and for 
the duration of the conversation be more closely bound up with the responses of that distant 
individual than with others sitting in the same room” (p. 189). That two people are in close 
proximity to one another can make copresence latent, but it is the perception of one another 
that renders copresence manifest for individuals.

These works suggest our notion of subjective copresence, but they say little about the 
endogeneity of copresence in social context. Goffman (1959) noted that copresence and a 
complementary concept, privacy, are constrained by status orders. More recently, Marshall 
(2002) situated copresence in social context (listing antecedents to and consequences of 
copresence) in his explanation of how belief and belonging emerge from ritual practice. 
Both Goffman (1966) and Marshall, however, implicitly equated copresence with sharing 
the same physical space. Integrating their ideas on social context with the importance of 
perception suggests that basic understandings of social interaction can be decoupled from 
physical collocation (see Zhao and Elesh 2008), creating an opening for a revised concep-
tualization of copresence. 

 at Liverpool John Moores University on October 13, 2016stx.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://stx.sagepub.com/


Campos-Castillo and Hitlin 171

AN UPDATED CONCEPTUALIZATION OF COPRESENCE

Our primary goals for revisiting copresence are to increase its empirical and theoretical rel-
evancy, build bridges with recent discoveries regarding interaction, and align a theoretical 
understanding of copresence with the fundamental idea that intraindividual processes are 
linked to social context. The first step in linking copresence to other concepts is to define it. 
Goffman (1966) offers the classic definition of copresence on the basis of sharing physical 
space. Copresence stems from

two distinctive features of face-to-face interaction: richness of information flow and 
facilitation of feedback . . . persons must sense that they are close enough to be 
perceived in whatever they are doing, including their experiencing of others, and close 
enough to be perceived in this sensing of being perceived. (p. 17)

We extract two separate dimensions of copresence from Goffman’s definition: (1) one’s 
entrainment toward others and (2) one’s belief that others are reciprocally entrained.

Definition: Copresence is the degree to which one actor (1) perceives entrainment with 
a second actor and (2) sees the second actor reciprocating entrainment, where 
entrainment is a linear function of the synchronization of mutual attention, emotion, 
and behavior.1

We highlight a number of features in this definition. The word degree denotes that copres-
ence is a continuous variable, with an actor more or less experiencing copresence. This 
aspect parallels Mead’s (1913) and Goffman’s (1966) observations that people can be more 
or less involved in a conversation. This continuum is also similar to Zerubavel’s (1979) pro-
posal for analyzing degrees of social accessibility and distinctions between private and pub-
lic time:

The situation of being alone with one’s spouse, for example, is obviously less public 
than that of being at a formal reception, and yet it is by no means totally private. 
Therefore, privacy and publicity ought to be viewed as the ideal-typical polarities of a 
continuum, rather than a conceptual dichotomy. (p. 39)

We dedicate a good portion of this article to the ramifications of fluctuating copresence.
A second feature of our definition is that copresence is a perception. This part of the defi-

nition captures the human capacity to experience fluctuations in entrainment, such as 
increasing or decreasing attention to stimuli (Pashler 1998). Focusing on perceptions links 
the definition with Cooley’s (1902) claim that physical collocation is neither necessary nor 
sufficient for social outcomes, and it falls in line with contemporary observations that per-
ceptions matter for social interaction.

A third feature of our definition, taken from Goffman (1966), is the inclusion of two sepa-
rate dimensions of copresence: entrainment toward another and reflected entrainment. 
Interaction partners mutually adapt as time progresses, synchronizing voice frequencies 
(Gregory 1983), interpersonal distance (Hall 1966), and body movements to a speaker’s 
speech (Condon and Sander 1974). Along similar lines, research shows that the inability of 
some forms of CMC to support synchronous interaction (e.g., e-mail) produces low levels of 
copresence among users (Nowak, Watt, and Walther 2009).

A fourth feature of our definition is that each dimension of copresence contains three 
components that actors synchronize: attention, emotion, and behavior. Mutual attention is 
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impossible to separate from the emotions and behavior created during the interaction (Reddy 
2005). Ritual theory considers physical copresence, mutual attention, and common mood to 
be the basis of interaction rituals, from which rhythmic activity stems (Summers-Effler 
2006). Although we subsume mutual attention, mood, and behavior as elements of copres-
ence, our definition is not incompatible with this view. Both treatments allow these compo-
nents to occur simultaneously, or not. Our definition, however, captures the common 
observation in psychology (the field in which our three proposed components of copresence 
are typically studied) that these components are intimately intertwined for evolutionary rea-
sons (Lakin et al. 2003). For simplicity, we treat copresence as a linear function of the three 
components; increases in any component result in equal increments of one’s sense of “being 
with another.” 

Next, we take up the three components of copresence: mutual attention, emotion, and 
behavior. All three can be automatic or intentional, suggesting that copresence, too, can be 
either automatic or intentional. This parallels current psychological consensus that the 
human mind follows a dual-process model that operates through these two levels of informa-
tion processing (for a recent review, see Evans 2008). The automatic system is defined by 
fast, unintentional, and effortless processing: it eases cognitive processing (Bargh 1997) but 
can distort incoming information to fit preconceptions and is poor at responding to novel 
information. The conscious system controls a smaller part of our mind and is more flexible 
but less efficient. The dual-process model has been useful for informing sociological per-
spectives (e.g., Hitlin 2008; Vaisey 2009). Returning to our formulation of a continuum of 
copresence, the lower end corresponds to automatic processing and is evidenced by sudden, 
uncontrollable electrodermal activity when others draw near (McBride, King, and James 
1965). The higher end of the copresence continuum is under conscious control, such as mak-
ing intentional efforts to ensure copresence between oneself and a partner.

Mutual Attention

This component refers to a situation in which two actors are reciprocally focused on one 
another. It is different from joint attention, which refers to a situation in which two actors 
focus their attention on a third object. Mutual attention is not directly interchangeable with 
attention, because attention captures only a one-directional focus on another object or per-
son. Cognitive psychologists have called for more direct examinations of mutual attention 
(e.g., Reddy 2005); our focus on it here can serve as a bridge for interdisciplinary linkages.

Mutual Emotion

Here, we refer to empathy and its more automatic form, emotional contagion (Neumann and 
Strack 2000). To have empathy with another person means one shares that person’s emotion. 
It is distinct from sympathy, which refers to knowing about another’s plight and wanting to 
alleviate it. In emotional contagion, mutual emotion occurs without the focal actor’s con-
scious awareness, likely through nonconscious mimicry of another’s facial expressions that 
eventually leads one to experience the same emotion (Hatfield, Cacioppo, and Rapson 1994).

Mutual Behavior

We focus on mutual “motor activity,” commonly described in the literature as a manifesta-
tion of the chameleon effect (Chartrand and Bargh 1999), which is separate from behaviors 
that signal mutual emotion (e.g., facial expressions). Like the other three components, an 
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actor’s motor mimicry of another actor can be automatic or intentional (Lakin et al. 2003). 
As with emotional contagion, research shows that the mere perception of another’s behavior 
primes that behavior in our minds and increases the likelihood of engaging in it (Chartrand 
and Bargh 1999).

COPRESENCE MODEL

For simplicity, we begin our formalization with a setting containing two actors, a focal per-
son (P) and one other person (O). We refer to P’s perception of her own entrainment toward 
O as PEO (P’s entrainment with O). This can be analytically separated from P’s subjective 
belief that O is entrained with P, which we label P(OEP). PEO and P(OEP) need not be 
equal, and in practice, quite likely differ during an interaction. If P is high status and O is low 
status, for example, PEO may be low and P(OEP) may be high (later, we explain why status 
might organize these dimensions).

Simplified models have advantages, as in the “minimal actor” approach (Lawler, 
Ridgeway, and Markovsky 1993), and allow for simple expansion. For example, we might 
treat physical copresence as that between P and O from the view of a third actor, Q. We can 
also switch the analytical focus to O’s perspective and derive two mirror perceptions: OEP 
(O’s entrainment with P) and O(PEO) (O’s perception of the extent to which P is entrained 
with O). Comparing P(OEP) to OEP has the added utility of capturing what Berger and 
Luckmann (1967) call intersubjectivity, or shared reality, and may remedy the paucity of 
sociological understanding of the concept (see Reich 2010).

Because both PEO and P(OEP) are perceptions, each has its own continuum, which we 
described earlier. Neither dimension by itself is sufficient for copresence; if either PEO or 
P(OEP) is zero, there is no copresence. We might even use the model to describe privacy as 
the absence of copresence: P(OEP) is zero. Copresence for an actor (P) is heuristically the 
product of PEO and P(OEP). In other words, both PEO and P(OEP) are necessary for copres-
ence; the absence of one or the other suggests that P feels (or actually is) alone.

We can imagine situations that correspond to different configurations of PEO and P(OEP). 
When one meets with a colleague to discuss research and each participant is building directly 
on the other’s ideas, each actor has high PEO and P(OEP). Similarly, both PEO and P(OEP) 
tend to be high when exchanging text messages with a friend regarding the latest work gos-
sip. At the opposite end, PEO and P(OEP) are both low, and perhaps even zero (no copres-
ence), when we are objectively if not subjectively alone, such as sitting on a crowded bus, 
engulfed in a book, or when we purposefully turn off our cell phone to avoid contact with 
someone.

The flexibility of the model lies in the fact that O need not be another physically pres-
ent human, or even a human at all. The model thus allows for the study of parasocial and 
imaginary interactions with nonhuman O’s, such as prayer with deities or deceased ances-
tors. Because prayer is an intentional interaction into which P enters, PEO is a given and 
necessarily high. The same can be said of P(OEP), since (unlike other humans) targets of 
prayer are always available (Sharp 2010). Because both PEO and P(OEP) are a given and 
high on their respective continua, it makes little sense to use propositions about copres-
ence, such as the ones we list here, to explain fluctuations in copresence during these 
interactions. Rather, we should study the circumstances in which such interactions are 
initiated and their outcomes. 

Traditionally, the concept of role-taking would be most closely associated with our notion 
of copresence as an actor’s intersubjective sense of another’s perspective. And at first glance, 
role-taking may seem sufficient to carry the theoretical weight that we place onto 
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copresence. However, role-taking is an interactional process, substantively related to, but 
conceptually distinct from, copresence. Copresence involves interpreting the direction and 
level of entrainment with another, whereas role-taking focuses on interpretation of the con-
tent of the other’s situated perspective. One might sense another’s entrainment without con-
sidering the content of her perspective (e.g., when riding on a crowded bus attempting to 
keep to ourselves), and one might role-take without a sense of copresence (e.g., imagining 
what your mother might think). In the latter, we have no perceived entrainment with the 
actor, yet we contemplate her appraisal of us, as when we consider committing a delinquent 
act (Heimer and Matsueda 1994). In the former, low levels of copresence result in limited 
cognitive processing of others’ situated perspectives.

ASSUMPTIONS AND PROPOSITIONS

Assumptions

A first step in developing a theoretical research program is providing simplifying assump-
tions to guide the development of propositions (Cohen 1989).

Assumption 1: PEO occurs chronologically before P(OEP).

Building on the idea we introduced earlier, our first assumption is that P’s perception of 
O’s entrainment with P is conditional on P attending to O in the first place, that is, P(OEP) 
is conditional on PEO. A similar assumption is stated in the literature on mutual attention 
(e.g., Reddy 2005). This suggests in turn that factors that shape copresence initially operate 
by influencing PEO. If we are sitting in a park and hear a strange voice yell out our name, 
we establish PEO (perhaps automatically [Broadbent 1958]) but not necessarily P(OEP). We 
must first decide if the voice belongs to someone who is directing her attention to us. If we 
decide the person is indeed yelling out to us and not to someone else who shares our first 
name, then we have established P(OEP) and now have some amount of copresence. Next, 
we attempt to interpret O’s actions toward us, referred to as intentionality (Reddy 2005). Of 
course, interpretations are not always correct, as when we wave at someone who is waving 
in our direction, only to find out the person was actually waving at someone located just 
behind us. Perceived copresence in this situation quickly moves from positive to zero (often 
accompanied by a feeling of embarrassment).

Assumption 2: P’s copresence potential is finite.

Here, we draw on an assumption from cognitive science that the human mind has finite 
cognitive capacity (Foddy and Kashima 2002). If P is fully focused on the immediate situa-
tion, like giving a lecture to a crowded room, the addition of one more O to that crowd will 
not increase P’s general sense of copresence with the crowd. If an audience member asks a 
question, P will focus in on that O, raising the level of copresence with the questioner and 
lowering the generalized level with the rest of the room. Consequently, in interactions with 
more than one actor, copresence is distributed across Os, reducing the amount of entrain-
ment applied to any one O unless one focuses in on a specific person to the exclusion of 
other interactants.2

We turn next to positioning copresence as a meaningful and important social phenomenon 
in a web of contextual antecedents and consequences. We base many of the propositions we 
develop on CMC research, home to the most explicit copresence work. Our propositions are 
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based on previous scholarship focused on the three components of copresence we identified. 
The review of the literature supporting each individual component is brief because of space 
considerations.

Contextual Forces on Copresence

In this section, we develop propositions to explain how social context organizes PEO.3 
Because PEO comes causally before P(OEP) (assumption 1), each proposition posits factors 
that influence PEO.4

Proposition 1: PEO will decrease (increase) the more a situation constrains (facilitates) 
the exchange of cues that signal attention, emotion, and behavior.

Support for this proposition can be found within numerous perspectives, such as social 
presence theory (Short, Williams, and Christie 1976), the cuelessness model (Rutter 1987), 
and the reduced social cues approach (Sproull and Kiesler 1986). The unifying fact is that 
nonverbal cues emanating from the entire body are central to communicating (Argyle and 
Cook 1976), a relationship highlighted when they are obstructed in CMC. Moreover, a 
related concept, intersubjectivity, is likely best achieved in face-to-face interaction, which 
allows for the turn-taking necessary to achieve coordination of shared meaning (Reich 
2010). We abstract from these ideas and contend that any situation that constrains or facili-
tates the exchange of cues will influence PEO. Being in separate offices can, of course, 
guard against cue exchange, but so too can schemas (DiMaggio 1997; Howard and Renfrow 
2003) for expected behaviors. Norms also prescribe how to emote (and actually feel) during 
situations (Hochschild 1983), or when mutual attention is appropriate between long-term 
partners (Weiss 1991). Couples that share living spaces, for example, can develop norms 
about whether mutual attention or privacy is expected.

Attention. With respect to CMC, e-mail, video, and text messaging isolate communication 
channels differently and demonstrate the most basic influences of situational constraints on 
copresence. CMC highlights facets of copresence often overlooked in sociology, namely, 
that the exchange of symbols—whether verbal, paraverbal, or nonverbal—during social 
interactions that signal mutual attention between actors is variable (see also Menchik and 
Tian 2008). From this research tradition, we now understand that, ceteris paribus, greater 
copresence tends to exist in face-to-face exchanges than in those mediated by technologies 
where social cues are obstructed (Zhao 2003). Similarly, certain camera angles that simulate 
mutual gaze with a television personality strengthen an audience’s parasocial relationship 
(Nordlund 1978).

Emotion. Visual cues from a partner’s face, particularly cues originating in the eye region, 
are crucial for recognition of a partner’s emotions. Some individuals constantly experience 
situations in which these cues are unavailable to their conscious awareness. For example, 
individuals with autism have difficulty identifying emotion in faces, particularly when 
shown only the eye region (Baron-Cohen, Wheelwright, and Jolliffe 1997). The lack of cues 
in CMC can make exchanges difficult and even lead to conflict (Walther 1992), which is 
why emoticons enhance intersubjectivity (Derks, Bos, and von Grumbkow 2007; Menchik 
and Tian 2008; Thompson and Foulger 1996). Moreover, use of these contextual supports 
in text-based communication increases the likelihood of emotional contagion (Cheshin and 
Rafaeli 2009).

Behavior. The most common form of CMC is text based (Derks, Fischer, and Bos 2008), 
which effectively blocks opportunities for the physical and rhythmic synchronicity  
Durkheim (1912) said was central to human interaction. That is not to say, however, that no 
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forms of behavioral synchronicity occur in these exchanges. Forms of linguistic matching, 
for instance, can be observed in text-based communication (Niederhoffer and Pennebaker 
2002), but the correlates of this type of synchronicity differ slightly from those observed in 
face-to-face communication. Gonzales, Hancock, and Pennebaker (2010) found that linguis-
tic matching correlated with group cohesion at an equal magnitude for face-to-face groups 
and those discussing via computer terminals, but there was a higher correlation between 
linguistic matching and task performance for groups interacting face to face.

Within immersive virtual environments (for a recent overview, see Campos-Castillo 
2012), programmers can engineer situations that affect behavioral cues of entrainment. 
Computer-controlled avatars that mimicked research participants’ head movements were 
rated as more realistic than agents that simply displayed movements of a prior participant 
(Bailenson, Swinth, et al. 2004; Bailenson and Yee 2005). 

Proposition 2: PEO will be positively related to P’s cognitive capacity.

This proposition connects many classic findings in social cognition, providing us with a 
wealth of standardized methods (e.g., Srull 1984) for examining copresence. To decrease 
cognitive capacity, for example, experimentalists studying copresence may manipulate time 
constraints (e.g., De Dreu 2003; Dijker and Koomen 1996) or motivation to attend to par-
ticular features of the context (e.g., Klein and Hodges 2001).

Attention. Gazing directly at another tends to increase our cognitive load because cogni-
tive resources are needed to monitor the rich information in faces (Glenberg 1997). Having 
to continuously gaze at another person during conversation, for example, increases speech 
hesitations (Beattie 1981). We often avert our gaze from another person to free cognitive 
resources and attend to other tasks. Young children, for example, tend to avert mutual gaze 
when asked difficult questions during conversation (Doherty-Sneddon and Phelps 2005). 
Similarly, adults who avert their gaze increase their memory accuracy (Glenberg, Schroeder, 
and Robertson 1998).

Emotion. One’s degree of empathy with another person is related to committed cognitive 
resources (Hodges and Wegner 1997). Research participants who were asked to perform a 
cognitive rehearsal task were more likely to discount a target person’s anxiety level com-
pared with participants who were not performing the cognitive task (Gilbert, Pelham, and 
Krull 1988). In another study, participants were informed that their pay would be based on 
how well they assessed a target’s feelings; this increased accuracy (due to motivated deploy-
ment of more cognitive resources) over that observed when pay for performance was not 
mentioned (Klein and Hodges 2001). Conversely, the more automatic form of empathy is 
less susceptible to the availability of cognitive resources (Hodges and Wegner 1997). In a set 
of studies, Neumann and Strack (2000) showed that research participants’ moods spontane-
ously became congruent with the affect portrayed by a target person’s voice, even when the 
participants performed a concurrent task during voice playback.

Behavior. Finally, manipulating cognitive resources can also influence the extent of behav-
ioral mimicry. When researchers present participants with the goal to affiliate and establish 
attachment, their mimicry of their interaction partners’ movements increases, even when the 
motivation is presented at the nonconscious level (Lakin and Chartrand 2003). In proposi-
tion 8, we present further evidence linking behavioral mimicry and attachment.

Proposition 3: PEO will decrease (increase) as P’s status relative to O’s increases 
(decreases).
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We assume that copresence is a finite phenomenon (assumption 2), leading us to consider 
which factors organize the distribution of copresence when P is interacting with more than 
one O. “Choice of main focus of attention, choice of side-involvements and of intensity of 
involvement, become[s] hedged in with social constraints, so that some allocations of atten-
tion become socially proper and other allocations improper” (Goffman 1967:115). Here we 
focus on status, which is commonly used to organize nonverbal signals in task and collec-
tively oriented groups (Ridgeway, Berger, and Smith 1985).

Attention. We suggest that signals connoting attention are organized by status. For exam-
ple, group members may pay the most attention to the highest status actor, given that she 
is expected to perform the best (Berger et al. 1977). Moving down the status hierarchy, 
each actor earns less and less attention.5 Indeed, empirical research on eye gaze among 
status-differentiated groups shows that high-status actors tend to look at low-status actors 
less when the low-status actors are speaking than the reverse (e.g., Dovidio et al. 1988). 
Moreover, beauty shapes status in groups (Webster and Driskell 1983), and audiences tend 
to prefer parasocial interaction with physically attractive media personalities (Rubin and 
McHugh 1987).

Emotion. Within the literature on emotion work (Hochschild 1983), we can identify pat-
terns in which status organizes empathy. Status hierarchies guide the management of our 
own emotions, as well as interpersonal emotion management (Thoits 1996) in which we 
manage the emotion of others. With respect to the latter, economic dependence is positively 
related to interpersonal emotion management between spouses: the more dependent spouse 
manages the less dependent (Erickson 2005). Within organizations, low-status individuals 
are often charged with taking care of their superiors’ emotions (Hochschild 1983; Pierce 
1995). Concerning emotion management, we tend to seek out those who are “experts” in 
managing emotions in a particular situation. A particular deity, for example, may be selected 
for prayer on the basis of expertise in the task for which assistance in emotion management 
is needed (Cerulo and Barra 2008; Sharp 2010).

Behavior. One’s relative status in a group influences the extent that one mimics another’s 
behavior, at least for high self-monitors (Cheng and Chartrand 2003). Self-monitoring is the 
process by which individuals control their public images (Snyder 1974); high self-monitors 
are those who are most motivated to do so. Because mimicking another’s behavior contributes 
to establishing attachment (proposition 8), high self-monitors are more likely than low self-
monitors to (nonconsciously) use this relationship tool (Cheng and Chartrand 2003). Specifi-
cally, this research found that a high-self-monitoring participant’s mimicry of a fellow group 
member’s mannerisms (face touching) increased with the group member’s relative status.

Proposition 4: PEO will be higher in situations in which P shares a salient social iden-
tity with O than when P does not.

Proposition 4 bridges copresence with research on social identities.6 A social identity is 
our definition for a group or category in which we are members, relative to other groups or 
categories (Tajfel 1981). We suggest how these definitions shape copresence.

Attention. Given our limited cognitive capacity (assumption 2), we allocate differential 
attention to members of our social groups. Decades of social-psychological research dem-
onstrates that ingroup members hold more influence over people’s judgments, choices, and 
actions. One plausible contributing factor involves the attention component of copresence. 
We pay more attention to ingroup views over outgroup views, thereby aligning our attitudes 
with the ingroup (Haslam, McGarty, and Turner 1996). Under conditions of uncertainty 
(e.g., indecision regarding an upcoming computer purchase), we attend to messages pro-
vided by ingroup members to help make sense of ambiguity (Tajfel 1981).
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Moreover, network ties to members of our social groups tend to be symmetric (McPherson, 
Smith-Lovin, and Cook 2001). This is due partly to the fact that our social location shapes 
the opportunity for network contact (Marsden 1987), but another factor is that establishing 
and maintaining a network tie can be costly (Burt 1982). We may therefore streamline our 
search for resources (e.g., consultation and social support) and focus our attention on devel-
oping a tie within our social group.

Emotion. Along with being influenced by the ingroup’s attitudes, behaviors, and beliefs, 
evidence suggests that we also adopt the ingroup’s emotions. For example, according to 
intergroup emotions theory, individuals often conform to the emotions believed to be expe-
rienced by the ingroup and actually experience the same emotions (as opposed to simply 
outwardly displaying them) (Moons et al. 2009). We are also likely to feel greater empa-
thy toward a member of the ingroup than a member of the outgroup (Stürmer et al. 2006). 
Our affective reactions to pleasant or unpleasant pictures of ingroup members are also 
more intense than those for outgroup members (Brown, Bradley, and Lang 2006). Finally, 
depressed emotion following the reading of an ingroup member’s experience of prejudice is 
positively associated with the strength of identification with the ingroup (McCoy and Major 
2003).

Not every emotion is automatically mimicked in every setting. Sad emotional displays 
tend to be mimicked less than happy ones, but shared group membership can increase the 
mimicking of sad displays (Bourgeois and Hess 2008). In the context of shared group mem-
bership, matching facial expressions during sadness would signal a willingness to provide 
support. Spending time to provide support is thus restricted to only those in the ingroup. In 
addition, mirroring another’s facial expressions is a precursor to sharing the expression’s 
concomitant emotion (Hatfield et al. 1994). This suggests that we will be more likely to 
place ourselves in a position of feeling sadness (through facial mimicking) for members of 
our ingroup than for those in our outgroup.

Behavior. We are more likely to mimic the mannerisms of an ingroup member than an 
outgroup member (Yabar et al. 2006). A familiar social-psychological observation is that 
the boundaries we draw between ourselves and others are malleable; as a consequence, 
our tendency to mimic is also variable. The social self (Brewer 1991), our self-defini-
tion in terms of our relations with others, is conditional on context; sometimes we seek 
to define ourselves in terms of uniqueness (independent self-construal), at other times we 
like to blend in with the collective (interdependent self-construal). Priming of the latter can 
increase mimicking of another’s mannerisms over that seen when the former is primed (van 
Baaren, Maddux, et al. 2003).

Consequences of Copresence

Copresence has ramifications for interaction outcomes as well. Because we assume that 
P(OEP) occurs after PEO (assumption 1), we focus on outcomes influenced proximally by 
P(OEP). As Goffman (1966) noted, people engage in public rituals once they believe they 
have entered the focal range of the public eye, even when they engage in what he calls “civil 
inattention.” Minimal, nonzero levels of copresence can trigger social categorization pro-
cesses, as well as the concurrent automatic sense that others have categorized us (Fiske and 
Neuberg 1990).

Variation in copresence influences a broad range of individual outcomes and was the 
impetus for classic studies of social facilitation (Triplett 1898; Zajonc 1965). Copresence 
need not be shared with a physically present human actor; even the implied presence of 
another sentient being can influence our reflective appraisals (Schlenker et al. 2008) and 
unconscious processes such as electrodermal activity (Garau et al. 2005). The outcomes 
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included in this set of propositions have research implications for a range of distinctively 
sociological processes, including social exchange, group cohesion, and collective action. 
Copresence likely facilitates, for example, the cohesion that follows from social exchange 
(Lawler, Thye, and Yoon 2009). 

Proposition 5: If P(OEP) increases, helping behavior will increase.

An intriguing question that has puzzled sociologists (and researchers in other fields) 
involves the difficulty of finding self-sacrifice in the service of the larger collective good, 
that is, the collective action problem. Given the popular assumption that individuals are self-
interested, a population of self-serving people should suffer. Yet altruistic behavior is evi-
dent (see Colby and Damon 1992; Penner et al. 2005). Numerous solutions exist for the 
collective action problem (for reviews, see Willer et al. 2010); our goal is to suggest how 
copresence is a contributing, underlying process that aids in understanding and predicting 
such collective behavior. In short, a perception of others in need of assistance contributes to 
internal processes aimed at addressing such perceived need.

Attention. One recent solution suggests that groups accord status to individuals who self-
sacrifice for a group (Willer 2009). Similarly, others contend that reputation-seeking drives 
self-sacrifice (e.g., Haley and Fessler 2005). Copresence allows us to better understand these 
related solutions. For an individual to self-sacrifice, she must be aware of the group’s 
evaluation—an element of copresence must be present—and thus the possibility of social 
reward. An individual’s sense that she is being watched is one basis for prosocial behavior 
(Willer et al. 2010). Individuals donate more to public goods when contributions are public 
rather than anonymous (Andreoni and Petrie 2004), even in one-shot public goods games 
(Rege and Telle 2004). Moreover, cues that facilitate mutual attention, like the presence of 
human eyes and faces on a computer screen (Burnham and Hare 2007) or collection box 
(Bateson, Nettle, and Roberts 2006; Haley and Fessler 2005), increase altruism.

Finally, witnesses to an emergency are less likely to assist the person who needs help 
when others are present (Darley and Latané 1968). Recent findings suggest that bystanders 
in these situations perceive themselves as part of a crowd—a single entity operating 
together—even when others are not physically present but their presence is implied (Garcia 
et al. 2002). This “bystander effect” is less likely to occur if the person who needs help sin-
gles out an individual from the crowd with interpersonal gaze, causing the potential helper 
to feel responsible for assisting (Valentine 1980). The potential helper’s experience of 
copresence shifts from relative anonymity in a crowd to a heightened P(OEP) with the 
responder. The increased sense of mutual attention results in a greater likelihood of assis-
tance from the bystander.

Emotion. Empathy generally increases the likelihood that we will assist another in need 
(Coke, Batson, and McDavis 1978). Not only does mimicking another’s emotion increase 
our altruism, but having our emotions mirrored produces greater outputs of altruistic behav-
ior. Stel and Harinck (2011), for example, found that being mimicked was associated with 
prosocial voting patterns.

Behavior. Having our behaviors mimicked increases altruism, not only toward the mim-
icker but also toward others in the surrounding environment. Waitresses who repeated orders 
to customers enjoyed greater tips compared with those who did not perform the mimicking 
(van Baaren, Holland, et al. 2003). Along the same lines, research participants whose pos-
ture (body orientation, arm and leg position) had been mimicked by a confederate were more 
likely to assist an experimenter who dropped her pens than were nonmimicked participants 
(van Baaren et al. 2004).
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Proposition 6: If P(OEP) increases, P will be more likely to be persuaded by O.

Our focus here is on message-based persuasion, where the design of research studies usu-
ally entails measurement of an attitude toward an issue, presentation of a message from 
another source to change attitudes, and then a second measurement of the attitude toward the 
issue (Wood 2000).

Attention. We focus on the eye, the organ most closely related to a sense of attention 
(Argyle and Cook 1976). Directing eye gaze at others results in an increase in persuasion 
(Burgoon, Dunbar, and Segrin 2002). Again, we highlight in the virtual world what is taken 
for granted in the material world. In immersive virtual environments, interactants’ move-
ments are generally rendered veridically onto avatars in the environment, meaning that there 
is a one-to-one correspondence between an actor’s movement and the rendered avatar’s 
movements. Transformed social interaction (Bailenson et al. 2004a, 2004b) decouples this 
direct correspondence; if an actor nods yes, a programmer can render the avatar as shaking 
its head to indicate no. In the case of three or more actors interacting in an immersive virtual 
environment, experimenters can create what is called “augmented gaze” (Bailenson et al. 
2004a, 2004b): a speaker’s rendered eye gaze is programmed so that each listener in the vir-
tual environment simultaneously sees the speaker looking directly at her, a feat impossible 
to accomplish in real life. This leads to an increase in the speaker’s persuasiveness over the 
group as a whole (Bailenson et al. 2004a, 2004b).

Emotion. Physicians are a primary source of health messages for patients. A physician’s 
display of empathy with a patient increases the patient’s adherence to treatment (Squier 
1990). Given role expectations about physicians, it may seem less than startling that a physi-
cian’s display of empathy is important, but it is precisely the task-focused roles they play 
that hinders their ability to capitalize on opportunities for empathy (Levinson, Gorawara-
Bhat, and Lamb 2000). 

Behavior. In face-to-face negotiations, people who mimic their opponents’ mannerisms 
can persuade their opponents to give them more than can those who do not mimic (Maddux, 
Mullen, and Galinsky 2008), possibly because mimicry increases trust (Maddux et al. 2008). 
Effects of behavioral mimicry on persuasion are also seen during human-computer interac-
tion experiments. In one study (Bailenson and Yee 2005), computer-controlled avatars in 
an immersive virtual environment delivered an argument in favor of a new campus security 
policy. The avatar either mimicked a research participant’s head movements or displayed 
the recorded movements of a previous participant. All participants knew the avatar was 
computer-controlled, yet participants in the mimicked condition agreed with the avatar’s 
message more than those in the nonmimicked condition.

Proposition 7: P(OEP) moderates impression formation, such that the likelihood P 
(nonconsciously) uses salient contextual cues to exaggerate social judgments about 
O will increase with P(OEP).

The “vividness effect” or “salience effect” in research on impression formation suggests 
factors that make a target more vivid or salient can lead to exaggerated judgments about the 
target (Taylor et al. 1978). For example, if prior to group discussion, a target is thought to be 
influential, making the target vivid or salient during discussion leads to a stronger perception 
of the target being influential (Strack, Erber, and Wicklund 1982). In the decades following 
the discovery of this effect, additional work has illuminated the role of copresence 
processes.7

Attention. Differential attention to salient stimuli can lead to exaggerated inferences about 
a person (Taylor et al. 1978). Stimuli regarding a person’s attributes can become salient 
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when they are novel or unexpected, but also when they are presented visually (Strack et al. 
1982), all instances in which attention to the target increases (propositions 1 and 2). Further 
corroborating evidence comes from research demonstrating the effect of others’ eye gaze on 
our categorization of them: participants categorized target faces by gender faster when the 
faces displayed eye gaze directed toward the participant than when eye gaze was averted or 
eyes were closed (Macrae et al. 2002). Categories serve as cues, from which perceivers can 
infer traits about a person and produce exaggerated social judgments.

Emotion. People make social judgments (Bower 1991) and recall details of interactions 
(Blaney 1986) that are congruent with their current moods, suggesting that mood serves as 
a contextual cue that moderates information processing. This selective attention to detail 
occurs following emotional contagion (Doherty 1998). After watching video instructions in 
which researchers systematically varied a presenter’s emotional expressiveness, participant 
ratings of photographs intensified on the basis of the mood the presenter displayed. For 
example, a happy presenter caused participants to exaggerate their ratings of happiness in 
pictures of happy people.

Behavior. Less clear is the association between being mimicked and exaggerated judg-
ment, as most research in this area focuses on behavioral mimicry and judgments that have 
only a positive valence, such as liking (see proposition 8 for a summary of this research). 
One exception is a line of work that compares how prior liking or disliking shapes outcomes 
of mimicry. In one of these studies (Stel et al. 2010), researchers asked some participants 
to mimic a target manipulated to be likeable or unlikable. Participants who liked the target 
reported a statistically significant increase in their liking following the mimicry, suggesting 
that prior positive judgments became stronger. The same cannot be said of prior negative 
judgments, however. Participants who disliked the target reported a decrease in their liking 
of the target after the mimicry, but the drop was not statistically significant.

Proposition 8: If P(OEP) increases, O’s emotional attachment with P will increase.

Attachment is an emergent mutual interest among interacting individuals, commonly 
referred to as “chemistry.” The role of copresence in establishing attachment was classically 
described by Durkheim (1912):

If the communication established between [individuals] is to become . . . a fusion of all 
particular sentiments into one common sentiment, the signs expressing them must 
themselves be fused into one single and unique resultant. . . . It is by uttering the same 
cry, pronouncing the same word, or performing the same gesture in regard to some 
object that they become and feel themselves to be in unison. (p. 230)

Attention. Mutual attention is a key substrate for attachment, in both nascent and estab-
lished relationships (Tickle-Degnen and Rosenthal 1990); it can generate arousal and is vis-
ible in changes to electrodermal activity (Garau et al. 2005). Mutual attention may become 
weakly associated with attachment the longer and more stable the relationship, as suggested 
by Weiss (1991):

A couple whose attachment to each other is of long standing might be identified in a 
restaurant by a mutual comfort devoid of the intense mutual attention characteristic of 
courtship. Such a couple would no longer gaze deeply into each other’s eyes. (p. 73)

Emotion. Emotions make us aware of ourselves and others (Damasio 1999), causing us to 
search for a reason why we are experiencing that state. Schachter and Singer’s (1962) classic 

 at Liverpool John Moores University on October 13, 2016stx.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://stx.sagepub.com/


182 Sociological Theory 31(2)

study showed that we look to others to help make sense of a surge in emotional arousal. For 
Durkheim (and later Collins 2004), shared emotional arousal generated from rituals gets 
(mis)attributed to any salient and tangible source available to the senses, thus creating 
collective symbols that evoke attachment. Lawler et al. (2009) experimentally demonstrated 
this assertion across a range of studies on attachment to exchange partners.

All else being equal, mediated forms of interaction decrease copresence (proposition 1). 
As a consequence, this leads to reductions in potential attachment. Indeed, research shows 
that e-mail may reduce connectedness among coworkers (Menchik and Tian 2008; Sarbaugh-
Thompson and Feldman 1998). All is not lost, however, as evidenced by signs of attachment 
in virtual communities (Wellman et al. 1996) and research on longitudinal groups showing 
that affiliation levels across a group’s life course are similar between those meeting face to 
face and those using CMC (Walther and Burgoon 1992).

Behavior. The chameleon effect likely evolved out of the need to coordinate joint activity; 
its purpose then shifted to bonding people together (Lakin et al. 2003). Chartrand and Bargh 
(1999) found that participants who were mimicked by a confederate provided more positive 
evaluations of the confederate compared with participants who were not mimicked. Indi-
viduals motivated to establish rapport with others tend to nonconsciously mimic behaviors 
of these others (Lakin and Chartrand 2003), and those who already have rapport between 
them tend to nonconsciously mimic one another (LaFrance 1979). Similarly, ingratiation is 
another type of behavior-matching that leads to increased liking from a partner (Jones 1965).

IMPLICATIONS

Our model detaches copresence from a strict analysis of human actors who are physically 
collocated. Given the importance of copresence for theorizing about micro-macro linkages, 
it is logical to briefly consider the macro implications of revisiting and reconceptualizing 
copresence. 

The reconceptualized model of copresence illuminates mediating factors in the process 
by which macrostructures are (re)enacted. That copresence toward another actor increases 
with a salient social identity (proposition 4), and reflected copresence increases emotional 
attachment (proposition 8), runs parallel with the idea that orientations toward racial 
homophily sustain workplace inequalities and, in turn, the racial stratification system in the 
United States (Ibarra 1993). The model contributes to the confluence of support for pro-
cesses like this while pointing to new, underlying mechanisms. Specifically, we highlight the 
fundamental importance of individual perceptions as a micro-level phenomenological con-
struct that supports the edifice of social interaction and social structure. In this, classical 
symbolic interactionists were correct: perception is reality, insofar as it channels meaningful 
social action in the Weberian sense. This emphasis on meaning, of course, means that social 
interaction never occurs outside of structural contexts and established cultural meaning sys-
tems; people bring a host of prereflective beliefs, biases, emotions, self-concepts, and lin-
guistic understandings to any interaction. How variations in these phenomena influence 
subjective copresence is gist for future inquiry.

Finally, the notion that copresence operates similarly across modes of interaction implies 
that patterns of inequality resemble one another. Even with the advent of communication 
technologies that increasingly permeate all life spheres, the potential to connect with any-
one and break systems of inequality remains unfulfilled (see also Zhao and Elesh 2008). 
With whom we can establish copresence, regardless of communication mode, is organized 
by social barriers such as norms (proposition 1) and status hierarchies (proposition 3).
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The model provides a parsimonious account of a wide spectrum of interactions. We next 
demonstrate this parsimony and apply the model to shed light on two contemporary puzzles, 
each using a different mode of interaction. First, we apply the model to understand method-
ological concerns recently raised by the increased prevalence of CMC in laboratory experi-
ment protocols. Second, we suggest avenues to address disparities in physician-patient rapport, 
a relationship in which copresence has decreased because of health care reorganization.

Methodological Artifacts

Unintentional protocol differences across experimental studies can affect observed interper-
sonal processes, including influence rates in status characteristics theory studies (Troyer 
2001, 2002). Status characteristics theory explains how macrostructural inequality shapes 
inequalities in task groups, such as differential influence over group decisions. Increasingly, 
laboratory researchers examine such interpersonal processes with CMC systems that control 
the actions of confederates and the delivery of instructions to guard against unsystematic 
variance in measured outcomes (Blascovich et al. 2002; Rashotte, Webster, and Whitmeyer 
2005). We are just learning how these advanced protocols might alter experimental results 
(see Campos-Castillo 2012). In particular, the differential availability of visual cues in these 
systems has been flagged as an unintended source of variation for influence rates in the sta-
tus characteristics literature (Kalkhoff and Thye 2006; Kalkhoff, Younts, and Troyer 2008). 
Specifically, the association between relative status and acceptance of a group member’s 
influence attempts is moderated by the extent that the CMC system makes visual cues avail-
able (Kalkhoff et al. 2008): the more accessible the visual cues, the more often a low status 
member accepts influence attempts and the less often a high status member rejects influence 
attempts. Troyer (2001) suggests that the availability of visual cues in a CMC system shapes 
the salience of status distinctions, such that availability is positively related to the perceived 
status differential.

We suggest that copresence is the intervening variable in these findings and advise further 
exploration for how copresence can alter status organizing processes. A CMC system that 
affords the exchange of visual cues will have higher PEO than one that obstructs them 
(proposition 1). Because visual cues are exchanged between a research participant (P) and a 
partner (O), who is ostensibly a computer-controlled confederate, this facilitates P(OEP) 
(assumption 1). Furthermore, because research participants in these studies are instructed to 
take their partners’ actions into consideration (Berger et al. 1977), and these instructions are 
seemingly communicated to both the participant and the partner, we can assume for simplic-
ity that PEO and P(OEP) have a strong and positive correlation in this particular situation. 
Thus, P(OEP) would likely be greater in CMC systems that allow for the exchange of visual 
cues than in those that do not. In situations in which P(OEP) is high, salient contextual cues 
like status differences are used to exaggerate social judgments (proposition 7). As a result, 
expectations of task competency that stem from relative status are exaggerated when visual 
information about the partner is available, contributing to the pattern of influence docu-
mented earlier.

Disparities in Physician-Patient Rapport

The restructuring of health care that began in the 1970s altered the relationship between 
physician and patient (Mechanic 1998). This “market logic” (Scott et al. 2000) is one orien-
tation currently guiding decision making in health care, which favors decisions that maxi-
mize profit. Medical visits are now often divided into focused acts (e.g., registration, intake, 
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diagnosis, and payment) in which the patient briefly interacts with a specialized agent. This 
division of labor results in the attending physician spending (on average) 15 minutes with 
each patient (Fiscella and Epstein 2008). Within those 15 minutes, both socioemotional and 
instrumental tasks must be accomplished (for extensive analysis, see Maynard 2003). 
Financial reimbursement to the provider is based on diagnosis, leading the allocation of time 
to often favor instrumental tasks deemed more crucial for diagnosis. Lengthier clinical visits 
usually increase physician-patient rapport because they increase socioemotional tasks 
(Fiscella and Epstein 2008; Gross et al. 1998).

Copresence is linked to attachment (proposition 8), opening a new perspective on health 
disparities based on our model. In the modern medical interaction, rapport is low because time 
constraints limit the exchange of entrainment cues (proposition 1) and likely increase the use of 
schematic processing (proposition 2). Racial and ethnic minority patients face an additional bar-
rier to achieving physician-patient rapport. Race and ethnicity are common social distinctions 
by which individuals categorize themselves and others (Fiske and Neuberg 1990), making them 
salient social identities. Given a physician workforce primarily composed of Caucasians (Cohen 
and Steinecke 2006), racial and ethnic minority patients are the most likely to receive care from 
physicians who do not share their racial/ethnic backgrounds (Saha et al. 2000). Patients in racial/
ethnic discordant provider relationships tend to experience poorer health and health care out-
comes than do patients in concordant ones (see, e.g., Cooper et al. 2003). Racial/ethnic discor-
dance will therefore lower PEO from that observed within a concordant dyad (proposition 4), 
further diminishing rapport for racial/ethnic minority patients. On the basis of our model, health 
care providers should spend time amplifying signals of mutual attention, behavior, and emotion 
(proposition 8; for a similar solution, see Gross et al. 1998).

CONCLUDING REMARKS

Copresence is an old concept, but it has not been the explicit subject of much recent sociologi-
cal theorizing, much less empirical research. In this article, we refined previous notions. Our 
goal has been to foster greater focus on copresence as a building block in social research 
across a range of interaction modes beyond face-to-face experiences. Copresence, understood 
as an intraindividual variable that fluctuates on the basis of social context, is a product of P’s 
entrainment to another and P’s perception of reciprocal entrainment. Our definition subsumes 
other treatments and offers steps toward developing a research program to test and extend 
claims about its association with social processes. Conceptualizing copresence as a function 
of two dimensions, PEO and P(OEP), composed of components (mutual attention, behavior, 
and emotion) described in the literature contributes to its measurement. As a result, we have 
a fuller understanding of the micro-level (re)enactment of macrostructures.

While our propositions situate copresence as a factor in ongoing social interaction, we did 
not expand upon other critical issues that might contribute to a broader understanding of 
social interaction. Copresence consonance, for example, may help predict additional vari-
ance in social outcomes, while undergirding the vast interactional literatures developed by 
others since Triplett’s (1898) initial forays into physically collocated interactants. We also 
did not engage issues surrounding copresence expectations, potentially important aspects for 
understanding observed social outcomes. Emotional experience is commonly cast as a prod-
uct of the extent to which expectations are met (for a discussion, see Turner 2007). Finally, 
the model also anchors a complementary concept, privacy, in the social context. We stated 
earlier that privacy could be conceived of as a state where P(OEP) is zero. Privacy is a con-
cept in need of anchoring in the social context to delineate the conditions under which peo-
ple feel privacy is violated; the concept can then be used to inform public policy (see 
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Nissenbaum 2010). Just as copresence is crucial for sustaining the collective (Durkheim 
1912), so too is privacy essential for “making life with an unbearable (or sporadically 
unbearable) person possible” (Schwartz 1968:741). Research is needed in this area to place 
a scope around the propositions we listed. For example, emotional attachment (proposition 
8) cannot follow from copresence indefinitely. All of these issues can be approached using 
the model of copresence we present here.

In addition to refining our propositions, future research might advance our conceptualiza-
tion of the three components of copresence. For example, we treated mutual emotion as 
occurring through mimicry of facial expressions. In this sense, mutual emotion is a specific 
case of mutual behavior; the two cannot be conceptually separated. The general consensus 
of existing research is that behavioral mimicry of facial expressions is a necessary step for 
empathy and contagion (Preston and de Waal 2002), although recent debates suggest that 
mimicry is neither necessary nor sufficient (for a discussion, see Decety 2010).

These limitations notwithstanding, we hope that this article will serve as impetus for fur-
ther exploration of the theoretical and empirical relationships surrounding copresence as a 
social phenomenon that must be attended to by sociological theory. 
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NOTES
1. From this point forward, when we reference copresence, we are using this definition. We use the phrase 

“physical copresence” to refer to the common binary use of the term.
2. We gloss over individual-level differences in the potential to focus on others.
3. The contextual forces we list here are exogenous to copresence, but they may be outcomes of additional 

perceptions of the setting. For example, actors’ relative status in a task group setting (discussed in propo-
sition 3) can result from their own perceptions of status as well as what they believe others perceive of 
them (see for example, Troyer and Younts 1997).

4. Undoubtedly these may also influence P(OEP). For space considerations, we focus these propositions 
on PEO.

5. A possible implication here is that a high-status actor is less collectively oriented than a low-status actor 
in a group. Collective orientation involves the belief that it is legitimate and crucial to take the behavior 
of others into account for task success (Berger et al. 1977). If a high-status actor has lower PEO than a 
low-status actor, the high-status actor would be less likely to attend to behaviors of the low-status actor 
than the converse. For the scope conditions of the theory to apply, it is likely that PEO never reaches zero 
for any of the actors. Lower collective orientation on the part of the high-status actor would decrease 
the success of the low-status actor’s influence attempts, a statement that aligns well with research in this 
area.

6. Proposition 4 is not incompatible with proposition 3, as status and social identity can jointly shape inter-
action in task-oriented and collectively oriented groups (Kalkhoff and Barnum 2000).

7. Another line of research suggests what at first might appear to be an opposing view: low copresence 
(brought about by the lack of visual information available in text-only communication; proposition 1) 
produces exaggerated social judgment (Postmes and Spears 2002). We are not in a position to properly 
adjudicate between these two lines of research, but we point out that studies offering a finding contrary 
to proposition 7 collected measures in a setting that did not emphasize a time pressure during judgment 
(e.g., Hancock and Dunham 2001; Postmes and Spears 2002), as opposed to studies that support the 
proposition (e.g., Strack et al. 1982). Additional support for our conclusion comes from studies in which 
researchers explicitly assessed whether the presence of time pressure led to exaggerated social judg-
ments (e.g., De Dreu 2003; Dijker and Koomen 1996).
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