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Abstract
Unlike the wide-ranging methodological debates surrounding the accomplishment and analysis of 
interviews, fieldwork and focus groups, the discussions concerning the use of video data tend to 
focus on a few frequently rehearsed issues. In this article we wish to broaden the consideration 
of methodological concerns related to video. We address the problems faced when collecting 
data, particularly on how to select the framing for the recordings. We discuss the problems 
faced by researchers and how these have been addressed, revealing how a conventional solution 
has emerged that facilitates a particular kind of ‘multi-modal’ analysis. We then suggest some 
limitations of this framing and describe a number of recent approaches to recording video data 
that seek to overcome these constraints. While providing opportunities for very distinctive kinds 
of analyses, adopting these solutions places very particular demands on how data are collected, 
how research activities are conventionally undertaken, and perhaps more importantly, the 
nature of the analysis that is made possible. Although seeming to be a practical and technical 
consideration about recording data, selecting a camera angle uncovers methodological concerns 
that reveal the distinctive demands that video places on researchers concerned with the detailed 
analysis of naturally occurring social interaction.
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Introduction

Despite the growing interest in the use of video to support qualitative naturalistic 
research, save for a few notable exceptions (e.g. Knoblauch et al., 2006; Pink, 2006) 
there are still relatively few discussions of the issues that arise when it is used. Indeed, 
unlike methodological debates surrounding the accomplishment and use of interviews, 
fieldwork and even focus groups, the discussion concerning video is still constrained to 
a small number of issues. These principally focus on the difficulties associated with 
gaining access to record, the ethics of collecting video materials of everyday conduct 
and the potential effect of recording on ‘naturally occurring’ activities. To ameliorate the 
problems identified, generic solutions are typically proposed, guidance that is poten-
tially useful for a wide range of qualitative researchers. Despite the importance of these 
concerns, video raises a far wider range of issues than those typically discussed. Indeed, 
its use presents challenges at almost every stage of the research process, whether these 
are: choosing where, what and when to film; how to categorize and transcribe the data 
that are collected; how to select fragments to analyse from a corpus; how to develop an 
analysis that resonates with the collected materials and how to present analyses to audi-
ences or in conventional research publications. Although such difficulties are faced by 
qualitative researchers managing other kinds of data, the problems associated with video 
do seem distinctive, not only because of the rich nature of the material collected, but also 
because the potential ways of resolving them seem to vary according to the analytic 
orientation adopted by the researcher. In this article, we wish to discuss one such prob-
lem faced when using video. This occurs at the earliest stage of a research project and it 
might seem straightforward to resolve. This is the problem of selecting the angle and 
framing of the recordings. The choices made when recording can facilitate or undermine 
subsequent analysis. We also suggest that these choices raise a number of critical 
methodological issues and how these are addressed cannot be divorced from the ways 
the collected materials are subsequently analysed.

In this article we focus on research where video recordings are drawn upon as the 
principal materials for an analysis of naturalistic conduct. This contrasts to the use of 
video collected to develop into different kinds of documentary resource (e.g. Pink, 2004, 
2006), to provide a richer recording of an interview or gathered to provide illustrations 
for an associated analysis. The video data is also later subjected to detailed analysis, 
typically of the social interaction between the participants recorded. Such naturalistic 
recordings have been drawn upon by researchers in sociolinguistics (e.g. Kendon, 2004), 
social psychology (e.g. Kress et al., 2005), human geography (e.g. Brown and Laurier, 
2005) and sociology, and have informed analysis of workplace activities in a range of 
diverse settings including healthcare, classrooms, control rooms and design practice 
(e.g. Murphy, 2005), in public settings such as museums (e.g. Meisner et al., 2007; Vom 
Lehn et al., 2001) and in domestic environments (e.g. Goodwin, 1981, 2004; Tulbert and 
Goodwin, 2011). For each, the data collected make available a resource that allows what 
is often termed ‘multi-modal’ analysis, the repeated scrutiny at extraordinary levels of 
detail of how talk and visual conduct in the material environment. In this article we 
consider how simple choices involved in the collection of video materials can support 
this kind of study. We draw on a large number of studies that have sought to use video, 
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many have been reported in the literature but others, particularly where problems have 
emerged when data are collected, are not. Compared to similar seemingly practical 
problems raised in both text books and research monographs concerning other data 
collection methods, the difficulties of recording video and the consequences for subse-
quent analysis have been little discussed in the literature. We will therefore draw on 
materials collected in a number of unreported studies in which ourselves, colleagues 
and students have been involved and where problems and difficulties have emerged. We 
suggest that a ‘conventional’ solution has emerged when addressing problems faced 
when recording naturally occurring video data. However, by adopting this convention 
certain constraints arise that delimit the kinds of analysis that are possible. We discuss 
a number of recent approaches to recording data that seek to overcome these constraints, 
involving the integration of additional recordings and the collection of associated data 
through conventional fieldwork and interviews. We suggest that while providing oppor-
tunities for very distinctive kinds of analyses, adopting these solutions also place very 
particular demands on the ways those additional materials are collected and inte-
grated, how seemingly conventional research activities are undertaken, and perhaps 
more importantly, the nature of the analysis they make possible. Although seeming to 
be a practical and technical consideration about recording data selecting a camera angle 
uncovers methodological concerns that reveal the distinctive demands that video places 
on researchers concerned with the detailed analysis of naturally occurring social 
interaction.

Background: the practical challenges of video analysis 
and framing

Despite the growing use of video to support qualitative research, to supplement field-
work for an ethnographic study, to record data from experiments or to provide a way of 
capturing the responses of interviewees, it still seems to be under-utilised in the social 
sciences as a means of gathering data concerning everyday social interaction. This is 
despite innovations over a century ago in adopting video, or more accurately the moving 
image, to understand naturalistic conduct. Haddon, for example, used film as part of his 
field work for his studies of Torres Straight Islanders in the late 19th Century (Haddon, 
1993). In the early 20th Century Gilbreth filmed everyday work tasks like brick laying 
(Gilbreth, 1908, 1911, 1973 [1908], 1974 [1909]) to gain an understanding of the organi-
zation of routine work. The moving image has also been a longstanding resource in stud-
ies of non-verbal behaviour (e.g. Birdwhistell, 1970; Condon and Ogston, 1966; Gesell, 
1925; Gesell et al., 1940; Haviland, 1993; Scheflen, 1973). Given these foundations it is 
perhaps surprising that now, when the technology for capturing very high quality moving 
images is relatively cheap, video is so little used for the collection of qualitative data in 
the social sciences. It is hard to argue that participants in settings will be unfamiliar with 
the capabilities of the technology, will necessarily be resistant to its use or the presence 
of a camera will drastically transform their conduct. Video cameras are now common-
place in everyday devices such as the mobile phone, in many settings video recording 
technologies (like CCTV) are ubiquitous, and video is frequently used in training and 
education. Moreover, the common availability of video editing systems for domestic 
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purposes means that many of the problems associated with managing large collections of 
video and manipulating video for research have been ameliorated. What do seem war-
ranted are the problems that arise when attempting to integrate video within certain kinds 
of analytic frameworks. The quality of the data collected often undermines the develop-
ment of an analysis; the data collected seeming strangely resistant to analysis. It can then 
be difficult to codify and categorize video data, to break it apart into fragments that can 
be subjected to analysis, and transcriptions of visual conduct can seem unwieldy and 
time-consuming to produce, even for the shortest fragment.

One longstanding problem, reported in different ways by Bateson and Mead (see 
Hockings, 1995 [1974]), Laurier and Philo (2006) and Macbeth (1999), is that of data 
collected through the ‘roving’ camera. Although it is tempting to consider that in follow-
ing the action the researcher will be able to react to the circumstances occurring in a 
setting and maybe also record more interesting footage, the material collected in this way 
is often hard to analyse. Not only do objects and actors move from the frame and at 
important moments of transition appear out of focus, but often critical aspects of the 
production of an activity are missing (see discussion in Brand, 1976). For example, in a 
project examining behaviour in public places, the researchers collected video data 
recorded in a street in a town shopping centre (see Figure 1).

Figure 1.  Filming a street scene with a roving camera

The researcher collecting data first focuses on a group containing a mother and her 
two children (1.1) and then adjusts the camera angle zooming into the mother. The 
woman turns sharply and looks to her right (1.2). The researcher then readjusts the 
camera angle, seeming to follow where the woman is looking, zooming out (1.3) and 
moving to the left the researcher finds a group of street musicians (1.4). In this fragment 
something about the behaviour of the musicians has attracted the attention of the chil-
dren and their mother seems to orient to this shift of attention.

This small clip captures a small moment of collaborative activity in a public setting. 
The mother seems to be responsive to something her boys, and maybe others in her local 
vicinity, notice in the environment. However, neither the activity that initiates the look-
ing nor the ways in which the looking emerges with respect to the shifting features of the 
environment are open to scrutiny. The material can serve to illustrate a claim that partici-
pants are sensitive to others in the environment and perhaps draw on that conduct to 
shape their own. However, as it is only possible to speculate on the interrelationships 
between the activities of the various participants and the environment, how that conduct 
is produced and recognized by participants is not open to scrutiny. The roving camera 
can be excellent for gathering materials for the purposes of documentary or illustrative 
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use, but the data collected in this way often undermines the development of detailed 
analysis of how participants produce and accomplish their actions and activities.

Perhaps the most obvious way to address such problems is to opt for a fixed angle and 
set this wide enough to capture a larger area so that most participants and features of the 
environment that could be of potential analytic interest or concern would be visible. In 
the following project, the researcher interested in public behaviour in and around places 
in a park adopted such a solution (see Figure 2).

Figure 2.  Filming an open air setting with a fixed camera angle

Figure 3. A wide angle lens used in a study of an architectural practice (left) and a control 
room (right)

Given such a wide angle, the details of many activities occurring in the setting may 
not be visible. However, there are technical solutions to the problem. Simple adapta-
tions to the camera lens can help to capture more of the environment, particularly within 
circumscribed settings, like offices, or control rooms where there may be little option in 
where to place the camera. When a conventional lens constrains the space that can be 
viewed, wide angle adaptors can be fitted to a lens so that data can be recorded encap-
sulating more of the local environment. In a study of an architectural practice (Figure 3, 
left) a camera with a wide angle lens was placed in a top corner of the open-plan area 
where most of the design activities took place. This angle captured most of the room 
and it was possible to record moments where professionals from different specialisms 
would engage with each other in discussions about ongoing projects. In a study of a 
control room (Figure 3, right), the wide angle lens allowed the researchers to record 
both the talk and the visual conduct of staff, in a setting where the positioning of the 
camera was restricted.
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Even if it is possible to capture a large scene where some relevant activity happens, 
the material may not be conducive to analysis. In the study of the architectural practice, 
the recording revealed that the designers were discussing issues regarding the designs, 
but neither from the visual materials nor from the audio was it possible to recover what 
they were discussing. The materials did not provide access to the detail of the partici-
pants’ visual conduct, particularly to their activities with material artefacts, like the paper 
plans or the computer systems that were critical to their work. In the control room study 
the wide-angle lens did provide greater access to the work of the controllers but the wide 
angle lenses distorted the image dramatically. From the collected data it was difficult to 
recover the orientation of the participants, both where they were looking at any moment 
and what objects they might be looking at.

However, even if it is possible to place a camera in a static location that is neither too 
close to the domain of action or too far away, there can be problems selecting an appropri-
ate framing for recording. As in many control rooms, in the following setting most of the 
critical activities of personnel seemed to occur on/or around a console. From this set of 
desks, controllers could manage the power supply to the service, communicate with train 
drivers and make broadcasts to passengers. As most of the operations of the transport 
system were coordinated from what seemed to be a circumscribed locale, one framing 
could be used to capture most of the critical activity in the control room (see Figure 4a).

Figure 4a. Wider angle toward the left of the desk

This shot captured moments when staff collaborated with each other, but what is not 
available for analysis are the resources the staff use for their work: the screens, docu-
ments and keyboards; what the participants say to each other; or the details of how they 
orient to each other to identify who they are addressing. Again, it is possible to record 
that participants collaborate but not how. On the other hand, if the camera angle is too 
narrow (see e.g. Figure 4b), there is a danger of failing to capture any activities of the 
participants. 
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Even in simpler settings it can still be difficult to find an angle with which to record 
video materials. For example, in a study of Sushi restaurants, a researcher placed the 
camera on the counter and focused the angle on customers at the end of the bench 
(Figure 5).

Figure 4b.  Close up to the left of the desk

Figure 5.  Recordings of customers in a Sushi restaurant

This angle provided a view that gave visual access to how pairs of customers coordinate 
their selections from the conveyor belt. It also allowed for the capture of talk between 
pairs of customers, particularly as they discussed the options from the menus. 
Unfortunately the audible data did not match the visual. The pairs of customers who 
could be heard were not the same as those that could be seen.

For anyone who has endeavoured to capture video materials these problems should 
seem familiar and also, perhaps, a little mundane. The use of a static camera is one way 
of avoiding the problems associated with the use of the roving camera; of following, 
and often missing ‘the action’. Avoiding too wide an angle depends on a better under-
standing of the activities that are to be recorded and this requires undertaking fieldwork 
in the setting. However, more familiarity with a setting may not necessarily facilitate 
identifying a place to start recording. Indeed, this may require the kind of analysis of 

 at Liverpool John Moores University on October 24, 2016qrj.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://qrj.sagepub.com/


262	 Qualitative Research 12(3)

participants’ activities that video materials make possible. Hence, a convention has 
emerged for selecting an initial framing for a video recording in everyday settings. This 
selection may then serve to help identify further shots or angles to record, or may often 
be the only angle that is used in the subsequent analysis.

The emergence of a conventional solution: the mid-shot

The solution that has emerged and is utilised by a wide range of researchers, including 
those that draw on video to undertake workplace studies (Goodwin, 1995, 2003; Goodwin 
and Goodwin, 1987; Heath and Luff, 2000; Mondada, 2007; Whalen, 1994, 1995a, 
1995b; Whalen et al., 2002), analysis of activities in public and semi-public settings 
(Laurier et al., 2001; Vom Lehn et al., 2001) and domestic environments (Goodwin, 
1981) can be characterized, in filming, as the medium- (or mid-) shot. More precisely, 
this is a static shot that has an open angle that typically captures the activities of two to 
three people. So, for example, in a study of medical practice that was concerned with 
how doctors used computers within the consultation, the camera was placed in the top 
corner of the room. It was then focused down on the corner of the desk where the com-
puter was placed, capturing a region that would include both the doctor and the patient 
when they were seated (see Figure 6a). A similar angle was used in a study of an archi-
tects’ practice (see Figure 6b). Here, the camera was placed on a tripod across the desk 
from one particular architect. It captured an angle from his computer to the area where 
he placed the large paper plans of the buildings he was working on. In a different study 
of design discussions over paper plans and sketches, the researcher placed the camera on 
a tripod toward the end of one of the large tables the designers sat at to discuss prelimi-
nary ideas (see Figure 6c).

Figure 6.  Recordings of a medical consultation (left), architects working on paper and 
computer (middle) and paper work in a design practice (right)

In each study the camera angle is placed on a tripod and typically captures two to 
three people in a scene. It is also placed slightly above the eyeline of the participants 
when they are seated, angled down so that artefacts like paper documents and keyboard 
are in the shot. Although in each of the studies it was recognized that the participants 
would not always be in shot when they entered or left the consulting room, this angle 
does allow materials to be gathered for an analysis of the coordination of the conduct 
between the participants. With a microphone placed near the participants, the video 
recording provides materials to support an analysis of how the talk and visual conduct of 
the participants are interleaved. The camera can be left recording for an entire morning 
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or afternoon, capturing a whole series of consultations or a number of different discus-
sions. So, in the study of medical consultations, apart from when a patient entered or left 
the consulting room or when they were being examined on the bed, it provides access to 
most activities where the computer is used by the doctor or is referred to by the partici-
pants. The angle therefore facilitated an investigation of how computer use facilitated or 
undermined the consultation (Greatbatch et al., 1993, 1995a). In the design and architec-
ture practices, although the angle did record long periods when architects worked alone 
or when the positions were not occupied, it did allow discussions to be captured between 
two of three colleagues. This supported analyses of how the details of what was written 
and drawn on paper were utilised in those discussions, and how these were juxtaposed 
with images in books and photographs and diagrams presented on computer screens 
(Luff and Heath, 1993; Luff et al., 2009).

Although when using the stable mid-shot there are often long periods of time when 
none of the participants are in shot or when one or more are only partly visible, this angle 
can facilitate the analysis of fragments when two or more participants are engaged in 
concerted action. It can also capture materials to allow for an analysis of the initiation of 
activities and how the upcoming completion of an activity can be oriented to by the par-
ticipants in a setting. These advantages of the stable mid-shot mean that it has been uti-
lised in a wide range of studies of circumscribed activities in work domains as diverse as 
offices, call centres and control rooms (Suchman, 1997; Whalen, 1995b; Whalen and 
Vinkhuyzen, 2000; Whalen et al., 2002, 2004). Also, when focused on the area around 
one exhibit and artefact, the stable mid-shot has been used in studies in public settings 
like museums and science centres (Heath and Vom Lehn, 2004, 2008; Meisner et al., 
2007; Vom Lehn et al., 2001). With the camera being left on the tripod this choice has the 
advantage of not requiring the researcher to position themselves close to the camera, and 
so recording can seem less intrusive. The materials gathered using this angle have been 
fruitful in allowing the production of naturalistic activities to be scrutinized in detail. 
Through an analysis of the moment-to-moment accomplishment of activities, research-
ers have revealed how talk and visual conduct, gaze, gesture and bodily comportment are 
interweaved to produce concerted action, the shifting forms of participation in and 
around those activities and the different ways technologies, tools and objects (whether 
they are sophisticated or mundane) feature in everyday conduct.

The angle focuses on small gatherings, typically on participants who are seated, often 
where only their head and shoulders can be seen, and provides for interactions between 
those participants to be analysed. Its selection reflects a number of analytic commit-
ments. First, it reflects a concern with the problem of relevance by attempting to draw 
upon the participants’ own perspective; what they are oriented to in the production and 
accomplishment of action. A stable shot seems to provide some access to the partici-
pants’ shifting orientation and participation in social actions. It is also possible, to some 
extent, to recover the orientation to activities of the participants in the environment. 
Second, the angle reflects a concern with uncovering how actions are accomplished in 
and through interactions between participants. In particular, by seeking to provide access 
to two or more participants at the same time, this choice of angle can support the devel-
opment of sequential analyses of the organization of conduct. Third, through a considera-
tion of the sequential organization of conduct, interaction can be both the topic of the 
study but also a resource with which to develop analyses. The materials gathered can 
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facilitate and help make sense of the skilful achievement of activities of participants in 
many complex domains.

A simple choice of camera angle can serve as an important way to resolve many of the 
problems faced when starting to record video data in naturalistic settings. It can aid in 
gathering data, which, being stable, can be systematically reviewed not only by the person 
recording them but by colleagues. The close circumscribed shot can also facilitate the 
selection of fragments to commence an analysis. Only focusing on two or three partici-
pants can also make the materials more amenable for transcription. Moreover, such a 
framing provides a way of commencing data collection, allowing the possibility for more 
sophisticated options to be taken later when the researcher is more familiar with the setting 
and the phenomena being addressed. Perhaps, for these reasons, using the stable, mid-shot 
has become the conventional way that audio-visual materials are recorded in workplace 
studies. The angle seems to allow for the analysis of how social activities emerge and are 
produced through interactions between participants and the manipulation of objects and 
artefacts, tools and technologies within the local environment. However, the mid-shot is 
also restrictive. It only covers one angle and delimits the environment that can be sub-
jected to scrutiny, not only with regard to the number of participants being focused on but 
also the objects and artefacts that feature in everyday conduct. For complex multi-party 
activities, like those in classrooms, for different kinds of performances or other forms of 
behaviour in public, this conventional framing can seem unduly limiting. Even when con-
sidering the detailed interaction between participants in focused settings this framing may 
be too restrictive. The angle can reveal that a document or a computer features in a col-
laborative activity, but not necessarily how. What is accessible to the participants (e.g. the 
contents on the page or screen, or the object to which the participants are oriented) is not 
necessarily available in the recordings. So, even for conventional workplace studies the 
mid-shot angle, by restricting access to certain features of conduct, can limit the range of 
actions and phenomena that can be subjected to scrutiny.

Broadening the perspective: multiple views

Perhaps the obvious way of addressing the restrictions of the single, stable mid-shot 
angle is to gather data from multiple cameras. The advantages of this framing can be 
maintained by each camera being focused on a mid-shot, but each covering a different 
angle. So, in a study of a large transport control room the initial data collection used the 
conventional medium shot angle focused toward the principal participants: a controller 
and an assistant sitting at a large console (see Figure 7a). The setting was complex. As 
well as the controllers’ desk, the staff responsible for managing the signals sat on a 
similar console in the same room. Also, in front of each participant there were three or 
four dedicated screens to display information about the line, operate the telephone or 
provide CCTV images. Moreover, running along one wall of the room in front of a desk 
was a large display showing data of the real-time operation of the service. Further data 
collection included the initial angle but also involved capturing materials from other 
angles. A second camera was positioned behind the participants (Figure 7b) so the large 
display could be seen, as well as some of the computer systems used by the participants. 
A third camera angle focused on the controllers from the side, capturing more computer 
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screens as well as objects, in particular documents and phones, that were placed in the 
console (Figure 7c).

The initial angle toward the controller and assistant could support an analysis of how 
one participant was sensitive to the activities of the other; for example, how an assistant 
might overhear the controller’s phone call with a train driver and then take some relevant 
next action related to what was in the call (Heath and Luff, 1992). With the second camera 
angle the recordings might help reveal how controllers might transform what they were 
doing after noticing an assistant looking at the large display. The third camera angle, from 
a side view, provided more details of the participants’ conduct in relation to the individual 
screens and one another, but could not capture any details of the large display. Each angle 
on its own would not facilitate an analysis of how command and control emerged through 
an interweaving of social interaction (talk and visual conduct) and the technologies avail-
able to the participants. Gathering from all cameras at the same time using a field video 
mixer (see Figure 8) did facilitate such an analysis (Heath and Luff, 1996).

Figure 7. Three conventional shots used in a study of control rooms, from in front of the 
console (left), from behind (middle) and from the side (right).

Figure 8. A mixed image used in a study of control rooms from three different cameras 
recording at the same time, from in front of the console (top left), from the side of the 
controllers (bottom left) and from the side of the signallers’ desk (bottom right).
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With multiple camera angles it can be possible to recover features of the orientation 
of the participants. For example, when trying to make sense of something as seemingly 
simple as when one participant is pointing to an object on the other side of a room, it 
can be possible to identify what the participant is pointing at, when the gesture is noticed 
by a colleague and how that colleague transforms their conduct in the light of the actions 
of others and also particular, often fleeting, features of the environment. However, 
materials from multiple camera angles can be hard to manage. It can be difficult to 
analyse images from synchronous sources when presented at the same time. This may 
be why, when mixed images are available, analysis tends to focus on one of the angles 
with others used to provide additional resources of concern only when they seem rele-
vant; for example, when it seems important to consider what was available on a screen 
or where a participant was oriented at a particular moment.

Multiple cameras can also seem invaluable when the environment of interest is less 
focused and when a conventional framing would seem to undermine analysis of the con-
duct in the setting. This seems to be particularly the case in settings where there are a 
large number of participants involved in the principal activity; for example, when audi-
ences participate in an ongoing activity. Consider auctions, for example, where any 
member of the audience could participate as a bidder. Here, the mid-shot would seem 
infeasible. A single framing focusing on the auctioneer (see Figure 9a) can reveal fea-
tures of his or her talk and visual conduct; however, this provides little access to the 
conduct of the bidders. If a wider angle is used, which includes some of the audience, 
occasionally it may be possible to identify a bidder, if that bidder happens to be in the 
shot and the conduct is fairly gross, like the wave of a hand, a sheet of paper or catalogue 
(see Figure 9b). As well as the conduct of the auctioneer being less visible, this angle 
precludes access to the more delicate actions of bidders, actions that are typically char-
acterized as being discreet, such as slight nods and glances. The organization of the activ-
ity seems to rest on such conduct being unavailable to public scrutiny.

Figure 9.  Recording data in auctions. On the left a single image, a close-up of the auctioneer reveals 
how simple artefacts are utilised in the activity, on the right a wider angle provides some access to 
the coordination of conduct between the auctioneer and a bidder (on the left of the image).
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If multiple camera angles are used then these can provide greater access to the con-
duct of the participants in the environment; for example, taking different views of the 
audience (see Figure 10).

None of these angles can be considered to be conventional framing of shots and yet 
through close scrutiny of the recordings of the audience it is not only possible to identify 
when participants actually make bids or attempts to bid, but also the actions they under-
took in preparation to bid, their activities following the auctioneers’ attempts to get them 
to bid again, and the ways in which their participation fluctuated and was transformed 
with respect to the conduct of the auctioneer. It is possible to develop an analysis of a 
trajectory of actions, between a principal participant and members of a large audience, 
through which the activity is accomplished (Heath and Luff, 2007a, 2007b). Broadening 
the perspective by using multiple cameras provides a means of capturing, to some extent, 
the fluctuating forms of participation from members in a setting, particularly in complex 
domains.

Despite providing greater access to a setting and allowing for the detailed analysis of 
conduct between large numbers of participants or with different kinds of tools and tech-
nologies, using many camera angles can present a number of distinct challenges for ana-
lysts. It may not be that straightforward to recover an activity from recordings taken from 
different camera angles. In particular, if the concern of the analysis involves assessing and 
accounting for the participants’ own perspective on the ongoing activities, it can be prob-
lematic to determine how the conduct recorded by each camera is seen and understood by 
the different participants. For example, in the auction materials, a glance or turn toward an 

Figure 10. A mixed image includes one camera angle focusing on just the auctioneer and the 
other two are of the audience, from the side of the room.

 at Liverpool John Moores University on October 24, 2016qrj.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://qrj.sagepub.com/


268	 Qualitative Research 12(3)

area of the sale room by the auctioneer may be noticeable to a viewer of the close up 
image, but it is not clear whether it is quite so visible to all bidders in the environment. 
More importantly, even with two or more different views of the audience, ascertaining 
how another’s conduct is seen by different participants can be problematic. Even if, from 
the material available, a researcher can be confident that a participant can see an activity 
by another and from their subsequent conduct that they noticed it, it can be unclear how 
they saw it – their particular perspective on the activity at hand. Consider again the case 
of the auction. A bid might be produced so that it is only noticeable by the auctioneer, or, 
in a setting like a control room, a gesture may be configured in such a way to not only to 
be visible to a colleague but to be visible in different ways to different participants. Simply 
by being two-dimensional the camera image transforms how the production of an activity 
is seen in a recording from how it was originally produced. In materials where an action is 
particularly delicate and hard to differentiate, particularly in settings where there are 
asymmetries between the ways in which conduct is visible and how it is produced, it can 
be very difficult to assess how an action is shaped with respect to other participants in the 
setting. Even if the relevant conduct is captured in the recordings, it may be hard to ascer-
tain how that conduct is both produced and understood from all of the perspectives of the 
particular participants. It is not just problematic to recover the temporal order of actions 
and events, but also in reassembling how participants see, recognize and produce actions 
with regard to the activities of others in an environment of action.

Attending to the details: material resources, tools and 
technologies

While the conventional mid-shot may constrain the view to only a circumscribed area of 
a setting, for some kinds of analyses it may still not provide enough access to details 
within that locale. For many activities, work relies on material and digital resources; 
whether these are documents or computer systems, or more simple tools like, hammers, 
pens and scissors. Consider the introduction of computer systems over the past 30 years 
into most workplaces. Video would seem to provide a resource for revealing the details 
of how work is accomplished with and through these technologies, particularly how they 
might support or undermine collaboration. It is therefore not surprising that within work-
place studies the use and operation of computers has become one focus for analytic 
enquiry. For example, video recordings of the work in contemporary journalism might 
allow for a consideration of how journalists in a newsroom not only select ‘feeds’ from 
texts made available on news agencies’ computer systems, but also transform them in the 
production of stories and communicate their relevance to colleagues (Heath and Nicholls, 
1997). Recordings in electronic dealing rooms can reveal how financial traders monitor 
the complex information on their computer screens and the details of how they deploy 
collaborative strategies to trade in stocks and shares (Jirotka et al., 1993). A considera-
tion of how users of systems designed for individuals, either in settings like control 
rooms or in classrooms, can reveal how they are used within interactions by colleagues 
(Luff and Heath, 2000; Luff et al., 2008). In each video materials can be drawn upon to 
reveal the systematic ways in which participants, in each setting, can make what seems 
private, public; how they may select and make apparent details of their work to col-
leagues (see Figure 11).
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Video recordings can support the analysis of how such computer-mediated activities are 
achieved; the conventional mid-shot framing facilitating the analysis. By being stable it 
can help reveal how one participant initiates an activity, how they might shape their activi-
ties in ways that make something that is not visible apparent to a colleague and how these 
may be transformed by the ongoing activities of that colleague (or colleagues). So, for 
example, in the study of the use of computers in medical consultations, the angle from the 
side and slightly above the participants provided materials for an analysis of the coordina-
tion between the doctor’s typing on the system and the patient’s conduct (see Figure 12).

Figure 11. Video recordings captured in a variety of environments where computers are 
used: journalists drawing upon news feeds to produce stories (top left), financial traders using 
stock exchange systems in a dealing room (top right), scheduling and communication systems 
in a transport control room (bottom left) and students discussing statistical data in a student 
classroom (bottom right).

Figure 12.  Computer use in medical settings. The angle can reveal when the doctor is typing, 
some details of the screen and also the patient’s orientation to the doctor’s conduct.
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Using this angle it is possible to have some access to the contents of the screen and 
the shifting orientation of the participants and hence support an analysis to reveal that 
patients were not just aware of the doctor’s activities on the computer, but were sensitive 
to particular features of their conduct. For example, a patient might coordinate the initia-
tion of particular kinds of utterance, unsolicited statements, with the doctor’s completion 
of a typing activity, displayed by typing the enter key, particularly when this was struck 
with force and marked the end of a sequence of actions (Greatbatch et al., 1995b). The 
conventional stable framing can also capture a trajectory of collaborative activity. In this 
study it helped reveal how patients also seemed sensitive to the upcoming completion, 
projecting to speak as the doctor’s hand moved toward this key. Even though it was not 
possible to see details of the screen from the recordings, this kind of analysis was pos-
sible because the patients also rarely looked at and read details off the screen. On the 
other hand, when considering the doctor’s conduct (e.g. whether topics for discussion 
reflected particular items displayed on the computer system) such critical details are not 
available for scrutiny from this angle. In many cases, such limits of the video record can 
be less consequential. The constraints for the analyst reflects those of the participant. As 
in the case of journalists above: colleagues cannot see the details of a co-participants’ 
screen and the resolution to this problem, by making the contents publically available 
through talk, are open to analytic scrutiny. However, when the details are commonly 
available to participants (e.g. when details of objects are visible to participants but are 
not recorded) then the single video recording from the conventional angle can be limit-
ing. There are ways of recovering some of these details, but they are not necessarily 
straightforward. Some details can be made available for analysis by considering the ecol-
ogy of the screen, where, for example, changes to the display seem to be occurring, 
Similarly, if these are visible it can be possible to recover some of the details of the activ-
ity by mapping their finger movements across the keyboard (Luff and Heath, 2000). In 
such cases, where the details of activities rely on a particular artefact for their accom-
plishment it may be necessary to combine the mid-shot with a close up angle taken from 
a second camera. In a study of design practice, the researchers were concerned with the 
collaborative accomplishment of creative work (see Figure 13).

Figure 13.  Using multiple cameras to capture the details of artefact use in a design practice. 
The conventional framing (left) from a camera on the left is augmented by material collected 
from another camera (right) from the right which captures just the hands and pens pointing and 
sketching in drawing. In this case the researcher would occasionally readjust the angle of the 
second camera so it captured the activity which the designers attended to. However, the shot 
has held stable for most of the time and only the fixed recordings were useful for analysis.
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The combination of the two different camera angles facilitated the analysis of the 
early stages of design, and also how these ideas were made concrete through the col-
laboration over and around sketches on paper (Luff et al., 2009). When considering 
conduct with and around material objects, gathering data from a second camera may 
not always be straightforward. The positioning of the second camera can be problem-
atic, partly because the person manipulating the object in question can obscure the 
details required. In some settings it can be possible to gather data using more sophis-
ticated methods, involving feeds taken from the monitor, as in studies by Whalen  
et al. (2002) who have explored how the use of technologies is integrated with the 
interactions between callers and call takers in a range of call centres. These data, 
coupled with audio data from associated phone calls, support an analysis of how top-
ics raised by personnel are shaped by the way in which they appeared and ordered on 
the computer system, but also how the call takers, who had varying levels of exper-
tise, would also transform any guidance on the screen to be more appropriate to the 
local interactional context of the call (Whalen, 1995b; Whalen and Vinkhuyzen, 
2000; Whalen et al., 2002).

However, the use of video recordings to analyse the use of technologies and 
objects in workplace settings cannot be accomplished by only scrutinizing the record-
ings. Indeed, the analysis of the video materials that have been collected typically 
requires considerable knowledge about the activities of the participants. Members of 
the setting typically bring to bear a range of resources when using a technology or 
artefact, including expertise and skills associated with the domain, typical problems 
that occur in the setting, and activities and issues that have arisen in preceding peri-
ods of activity. It is therefore necessary to undertake fieldwork before and often 
alongside the collection of recordings. In most video-based workplace studies exten-
sive fieldwork supports the analysis (Goodwin, 1995; Hindmarsh and Pilnick, 2002; 
Koschmann et al., 2007; LeBaron and Koschmann, 2003; Mondada, 2003; Sanchez 
Svensson et al., 2007, 2009). This fieldwork can be of a very particular nature. So, 
for example, to support the analysis of video materials gathered in emergency call 
centres, Jack Whalen trained as a dispatcher and learnt how to take calls in practice. 
In studies of control rooms and other ‘technologically saturated’ environments, 
extensive fieldwork is required to help make sense of the resources available to par-
ticipants. For example, in a study of surveillance in the London Underground a prin-
cipal resource for this work was the CCTV system. The CCTV system in each station 
control room provided access through a number (6–8) of monitors to most areas of 
the station, often from over 100 different cameras. Video data collection drew on a 
fairly standard framing of a shot including the monitors and the area where a princi-
pal member of staff responsible for managing the system – the station supervisor – 
was located (see Figure 14).
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This mid-shot framing provided access to most of the images and it was often possible 
to see features of the scenes that the staff were sensitive to. So, for example, the recordings 
support an analysis of how, after an incident is reported, the supervisor tracks and 
manages the incident through the use of the cameras and the monitors (Heath et al., 
2002a; Luff et al., 2000). However, there are also cases that are more complex, the analysis 
of which required resources not immediately available in the recordings. Supervisors 
would often seem to discover events and problems just from a glance at a screen or as 
they switched from one view to another. Through fieldwork, it emerged that staff drew 
on a range of resources to make sense of the images and also to coordinate responses to 
the problems they discovered. Particular incidents occurred in specific locations, or at 
common times of the day, or could be identified from features not directly visible on the 
screens. Fieldwork provided a generic account of these. To understand how these were 
identified in practice and how staff coordinated a response with their colleagues, required 
gathering further materials, including details of the controls of the CCTV system, how it 
was used to handle typical cases (and also exceptional ones), problems that could occur 
with the technology, and how these were managed. Data were also needed about the 
other systems that are available in the control room, alarms that occur, communication 
resources and the various documents that are used in the setting, including logs, but also 
lists on the walls and information recorded on whiteboards.

Given the ubiquity of computer systems, it is often necessary to gain a detailed under-
standing of the operation of the technology, when and how it is used, and also the com-
petencies that underpin their use. Some of this understanding can be gained through 
typical approaches to fieldwork, through informal interviews and collecting example 
documents, for example. But it often requires reading system manuals, obtaining details 
of the interface and recording sequences of activity displayed on a computer screen. It 
may also require some more formal training in the use of the technologies. Even after 
gathering such materials, it may still be necessary to draw on the participants’ expertise 
to understand particularly complex fragments of activity. It may be that the video mate-
rial collected can be useful in this regard. Fieldwork can be supplemented by reviewing 

Figure 14. Video materials collected in station control rooms focused on the use of CCTV 
images. Understanding how staff made sense of the images required fieldwork concerned with 
the operation of the system, the contingencies of the setting and the kinds of problems faced by 
staff and how these were typically resolved.
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tentative analyses and selected fragments with the participants themselves; for example, 
to recover what might have happened in a particular case and whether what has been 
recorded seems typical or not.

Video can provide unprecedented access to a domain and can provide an invaluable 
resource that can be subjected to repeated scrutiny not only by the researcher but also 
by colleagues. A convention has emerged for video data collection that seems to sup-
port this kind of research activity, particularly the analysis of focused interaction. 
However, even in domains that are not that complex, gathering video recordings needs 
to be supplemented with fieldwork, not only observations to help make sense of the 
social organization of an activity but also the technical resources and competencies of 
the participants. Such fieldwork not only supports the analysis of audio-visual materi-
als but can also inform how materials are gathered, suggesting suitable locations as to 
where to record and where to position a camera, whether this is for a conventional shot 
or to gather supplementary or alternative materials. Just as the conventional framing of 
a shot may need to be supplemented with additional materials, the analysis of video 
may need to draw on resources not immediately available in the recordings (see 
Schegloff, 1992).

Discussion

In a widely cited article, Barley and Kunda (2001) criticize recent social scientific stud-
ies of work, particularly within organization theory. They argue that conceptual develop-
ment is hampered by a dearth of detailed studies of work. To move away from imagined 
or ‘petrified’ images of work they suggest some methodological requirements for studies 
to ‘bring the work back in’, in part, through a return to fieldwork and ethnographic 
studies. Naturalistic studies of everyday activities, supported by video recordings, would 
seem to be one way to address these concerns, not just for organizational studies but for 
other areas of the social sciences. Video offers unprecedented access to domains and 
activities and provides resources that can be repeatedly viewed that are open to review 
and analysis by others.

However, video presents a range of problems for analysts; for example, how it can be 
rendered in a suitable form to support analysis, how to select and transcribe particular 
fragments. It can also be challenging to present and analyse drawing on video materials, 
not only in traditional paper texts but also in talks and through electronic media. However, 
before these problems can be faced data need to be collected that are of suitable quality 
to be analysed. This, of course, relies on gaining access to a setting and obtaining the 
appropriate ethical approval, but it also requires capturing data that can be subjected to 
repeated scrutiny. To obtain data that are amenable to analysis the importance of what 
might seem mundane choices, such as at what height to place the camera, where to point 
the lens and how wide to set the focus, can be critical for the subsequent analysis that can 
take place. We have suggested that one way to address these problems is to adopt, at least 
at first, a conventional framing for the shot. A framing that is stable, provides some detail 
of the activities being considered, but also features of the surrounding environment, 
principally the key participants undertaking those activities. Such a framing can help 
with the subsequent selection of fragments to scrutinize, transcription of fragments and 
with the presentation of analyses.
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Researchers who have drawn upon the stable mid-shot have developed a rich corpus 
of studies in a very wide range of domains, not just a great variety of workplaces, but also 
semi-public settings like markets and auctions and conduct in museums, galleries and 
science centres (Heath et al., 2002b; Hindmarsh et al., 2005; Vom Lehn et al., 2001). It 
can even serve as the principle resource for activities of more transient activities; for 
example, of driving, where a fixed camera angle has been utilised to capture the activities 
of the driver and front seat passengers in cars (Haddington, 2010; Haddington and 
Rauniomaa, 2011; Laurier and Brown, 2008; Laurier et al., 2008). These have revealed 
the ways in which activities are produced through social interaction with regard to 
features of the environment and included analyses of how the use of artefacts is shaped 
by and shapes the interactions between participants. In a wide range of settings this 
framing facilitates an analysis not only that a conduct is shaped or transforming with 
regard to others or features of the environment but how. Despite being rather limiting, the 
shot can open up for analysis how activities are accomplished from the participants’ 
perspective and how trajectories of action emerge in a setting. However, by being fixed, 
this stable shot provides little access to activities of others not within its circumscribed 
focus or to details of features of a setting. Supplementing the conventional framing with 
other camera angles can open further details to scrutiny, but can introduce problems both 
in data collection and analysis.

Of course, there are many studies where the choice of the mid-shot framing, whether 
augmented or not, will be inappropriate. Even if the analysis aims to focus on the detailed 
production of activities, if those activities cannot be localized it may be difficult to gather 
recordings using this framing to capture the phenomenon of concern. Although in many 
activities there are locales where participants gather around stable objects, there are ones 
where the activity is accomplished while the participants are in motion (e.g. while walk-
ing) and the camera may need to follow them. Despite some technological innovations in 
this area with wearable cameras (e.g. Lahlou et al., 2009), whether these are adopted, or 
the more straightforward option of the roving camera, researchers are likely to have to 
analyse materials that are less settled.

Whether video materials are gathered using the conventional framing or not, apart 
from a few phenomena of concern, subsequent analysis will require some understanding 
of the domain. The collection of video recordings rarely is undertaken without some 
accompanying fieldwork; interviews and general observations of the domain being fruit-
ful for selecting initial locations and activities to focus on, for example. The details that 
video recordings can make available can also require that fieldwork of a particular kind 
is required. This may in part account for why one of the seeming advantages of video – of 
its potential for reusability – rarely comes to pass. Given that the resource can be repeat-
edly reviewed, it would seem that video data collected for the purposes of one project 
could not be used in others, even where researchers adopt different analytic standpoints. 
However, even when the focus is on the production of fine details of localized activities, 
the need to understand these with regard to the circumstances facing the participants 
when they were recorded can undermine the potential for reuse. As in the cases where 
video is collected to illustrate a prior analysis or contribute to the development of some 
documentary record, the ways the data are collected are intimately tied to the analytic 
orientation that frames the research.
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For the past 30 years, researchers who have sought to analyse the moving image 
have most commonly used video technology, and in this time there have been a number 
of developments of the technology. Not least are the number of formats that have 
emerged; from U-Matic, VHS and Betamax tape formats in the 1970s, through Video8 
and Hi8 in the 1980s, and more recently DVC, MiniDV and digital formats for hard 
disc camcorders. Each has produced higher fidelity materials and typically has become 
simpler to handle, copy and manipulate. Despite presenting the possibility to open up 
more details of the activities being available to scrutinize, these enhanced technical 
capabilities do not resolve most of the problems faced by the social scientific researcher. 
Using multiple high-definition cameras and combining visual (and audio) data from 
different sources provide greater access to the setting, to the details of an activity, and 
can allow researchers to reveal the interrelationships between distributed activities. 
However, when analysing these, the researcher still has to consider the ways in which 
these multiple views resonate with the perspectives of the participants being recorded, 
how what is visible in the data is visible to them. It also remains a challenge to warrant 
the status of additional resources gathered to augment a study and how the analysis of 
these can be best integrated with the video recordings.

While video has helped in the development of a body of work that has begun to 
reveal the detailed ways in which many everyday activities are produced and made 
sense of through social interaction, there are still a great many unresolved analytic and 
methodological challenges facing researchers who utilise audio-visual materials. 
Where there is methodological guidance and debate regarding the use of video record-
ings, in the social sciences it tends to be focused on ethical concerns about gaining 
access, the ways in which recording an activity might transform the conduct being 
recorded and how the gathered material reflects biases of those undertaking the record-
ing. While these are no doubt important, there are other considerations to be considered 
when gathering video data. If this kind of resource is to be better utilised in the social 
sciences, we need to open up to debate the methodological consequences of other 
choices and strategies used in the collection and analysis of audio-visual materials. 
Even the seemingly technical and practical choices made when video materials are  
collected, like the selection of what to record, might need to be unpacked, discussed 
and reconsidered.
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