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1 Introduction 5 

Goffman (1963) suggests that there are two principal ways in 6 

which social situations are organized, that is, how people are 7 

present with someone in a shared space. The division 8 

between ‘encounters’ and ‘gatherings’ − the two types of co-9 

presence − is made on the basis of the behavioral obligations 10 

that pertain the given situation. In both situations, individuals 11 

are physically close enough to perceive others and to sense to 12 

be similarly perceived by them. In gatherings, such as when 13 

strangers pass by one another on the street, the individuals do 14 

not have a joint focus of attention and are not engaged in 15 

being in focused interaction with others (Goffman 1963: 17, 16 

88). In an encounter, on the contrary, the participants share a 17 

joint orientation by, for instance, having a conversation, 18 

which makes their interaction ‘focused’.  19 

In computer-mediated communication, which is under 20 

consideration in the present study, the division between 21 

gatherings and encounters is an intriguing study area given 22 

that the possibility for an unfocused gathering does not easily 23 

exist: communication technologies are primarily developed 24 

for connecting people for having focused interaction across 25 

distances. Especially because of the lack of joint, surrounding 26 

space where distributed individuals could just be co-present 27 
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with one another using virtual bodies but without having 28 

interactional obligations, situations of unfocused gatherings 29 

rarely emerge. For example, in video calls, people rarely just 30 

‘hang around’ like they do in coffee houses or libraries, for 31 

instance. Instead, they are usually engaged in a focused 32 

encounter with one another during the entire time the mutual 33 

connection is open. Differentiating between a gathering and 34 

an encounter in computer-mediated communication is 35 

difficult also because of the lack of eye contact, subtle body 36 

movements and orientation to joint objects and surroundings, 37 

which in face-to-face settings are exploited as interactional 38 

devices and cues for differentiating gatherings and encounters 39 

and for transitioning from one to the other (Mondada 2009; 40 

De Stefani/Mondada 2018). 41 

Both gatherings and encounters are, however, possible in 42 

computer-mediated communication as well, when three-43 

dimensional virtual world (VW) technology is used. When 44 

compared to other communication technologies, VWs make 45 

mediated interactions more similar to face-to-face situations 46 

by the use of virtual embodiment, that is, avatar characters 47 

inside a joint space, and hence both gatherings and 48 

encounters may occur (Moore et al. 2006). However, the 49 

difference between a virtual gathering and a virtual encounter 50 

as well as the details of the interactional processes in 51 

transitioning between the two require further investigation. 52 

Mondada (2009) has investigated the transition process in 53 

face-to-face situations: between strangers passing each other 54 

on the street. However, for example due to the lack of eye 55 

contact between avatars, it is expected that this process is 56 

significantly different in VWs. 57 

One way to approach gatherings and encounters in a VW 58 

context is to relate them to the concept of presence, and more 59 

specifically, to co-presence and social presence. Co-presence 60 

in a VW is mostly understood as the feeling of not being alone 61 

and as the awareness of other users in the joint space (i.e., 62 

being in a ‘gathering’). Social presence, on the other hand, 63 

refers to being with others in a joint virtual space but also 64 

experiencing psychological involvement and behavioral 65 

engagement with them (i.e., being in an ‘encounter’). (Biocca 66 

et al. 2003.) Despite the vast body of research on social 67 

presence in VWs (e.g., Mennecke et al. 2011; Schultze/Brooks 68 

2019), relatively little is known about the detailed 69 
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interactional process of achieving social presence − that is, an 70 

‘encounter’ − between the co-present individuals. In the field 71 

of computer-mediated communication, one reason for this 72 

lack of understanding may be in the tradition of treating 73 

social presence mainly as a product of the mind (see, e.g., 74 

Lombard/Ditton 1997), leaving the related interactional 75 

practices for a lesser attention (Kohonen-Aho/Alin 2015; 76 

Sivunen/Nordbäck 2015). As a distinction to the existing 77 

research on social presence in VWs, we propose that this 78 

concept should be investigated not merely as an individual’s 79 

perception of others but rather as something that is 80 

observable and negotiated in interaction − as is done in the 81 

fields of interactional linguistics and conversation analysis, for 82 

instance (see, e.g., Mondada 2009). Being present and 83 

indicating presence are thus understood and investigated as 84 

phenomena that involve not only linguistic but also − and 85 

perhaps more importantly − bodily cues.  86 

In the present study, we investigate how the VW 87 

‘gatherings’ turn into ‘encounters’. We analyze 40 transition 88 

episodes in 12 video-recorded virtual team collaboration 89 

sessions in the VW of Second Life. We apply the analytic 90 

practices of multimodal conversation analysis (Goodwin 91 

2000; Mondada 2016a) to capture the simultaneous 92 

occurrence of talk and bodily action as they unfold moment 93 

by moment. Our findings suggest that there are two main 94 

processes used to transition from a gathering to an encounter. 95 

Additionally, we examine how the VW encounters are 96 

verbally opened (i.e., the participants’ first verbal turns after a 97 

silence). Based on our findings, we discuss the role of virtually 98 

embodied pre-beginnings in indicating what we call 99 

“encounter-readiness” with co-participants in a VW. Our 100 

study also contributes to the research on openings of 101 

interactions from a conversation analytic perspective by 102 

concentrating on multimodal practices in openings in a 103 

specific technology-mediated setting. It also provides insight 104 

on (social) presence as a behaviorally displayed entity in 105 

VWs.  106 
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2 Background  107 

2.1 Transitions between types of situations and activities 108 

When co-present individuals are in a gathering, they can any 109 

time transform the situation into a mutual encounter. This 110 

transition usually occurs when one participant initiates a 111 

conversation, or when mutual attention is created 112 

nonverbally such as by establishing eye contact, using 113 

gestures to get the other’s attention, or signaling an intent for 114 

an encounter with one’s body orientation (Goffman 1963: 33–115 

37, 88–89). Mondada (2009) examined the establishment of 116 

an interactional space between individuals in a public place. 117 

According to her study, multimodal practices such as gaze 118 

and body orientation have an essential role in this transition 119 

before the first verbal turn is uttered. The studied setting 120 

included strangers passing one another on a street, and one of 121 

them, the “itinerary seeker,” opening an encounter to ask for 122 

directions to a specific landmark. The focus was on what 123 

happened before the first verbal turn and on how the 124 

individuals spatially organized themselves and the 125 

forthcoming encounter.  126 

According to Mondada (2009), the formation of an 127 

interactional space involves a three-step process (see Figure 128 

1). When persons approach one another on a street, the 129 

situation is a gathering, and one of them is still unaware of the 130 

upcoming encounter. Then the one who has decided to open 131 

an encounter starts to engage in what Mondada calls a pre-132 

opening, or an “embodied pre-beginning.” During this phase, 133 

the future co-participants gradually engage in mutual 134 

identification and recognition using multimodal resources 135 

that can be divided in three steps. First, the initiator uses 136 

gaze, glancing to identify and orient to a possible future co-137 

participant and to secure his/her recipiency. Second, after the 138 

first glances, the participants gradually adjust their body 139 

movements and in conjunction coordinate slowing down 140 

their walking. Finally, they both slowly stop moving and 141 

stabilize the participation framework with their body 142 

postures and orientation. Only after this embodied pre-143 

beginning, the first verbal turn takes place. In the studied 144 

setting, the opening started with a pre-beginning particle such 145 

as “uh(m),” followed by a phrase such as “pardon me”. These 146 
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pre-conditions for an encounter “are visibly and publicly 147 

assembled in time, within the progressive establishment of a 148 

mutual focus of attention and a common interactional space” 149 

(Mondada 2009: 1977; on the initiation of institutional 150 

encounters, see Mortensen/Hazel 2014). 151 

 152 

 153 

Figure 1: Transitioning from a gathering to an encounter (adapted from 154 

Mondada, 2009). 155 

In their recent study, De Stefani and Mondada (2018) 156 

examined how both strangers and acquainted persons 157 

entered into casual encounters in public spaces. What mainly 158 

differentiated strangers and acquainted persons in encounters 159 

was their joint history or the lack of thereof, which leads to 160 

either the identification of an unknown person or the 161 

recognition of a familiar person as the potential interaction 162 

partner. Acquainted persons in De Stefani and Mondada’s 163 

(2018) study emphasized the opening of their encounter with 164 

the use of embodied resources. They produced emphatic 165 

greetings, which provided an additional display of mutual 166 

recognition.  167 

Transitions from a gathering to an encounter may also 168 

occur when the participants have already been involved in an 169 

encounter but the continuous conversation has then lapsed. 170 

According to Hoey (2018), participants have three basic 171 

alternatives as to how to continue after a lapse – that is, after 172 

a silent moment between sequences of talk: they may move 173 

to end the interaction, continue with prior talk, or start 174 

something new. The participants practically achieve this 175 

transition from silence to talk not only by simply saying 176 

something, but subtle embodied behaviors are often 177 

exploited as well (Vatanen 2018; frthc). In the current study, 178 

however, the focal activity that precedes the imminent 179 

transitions has not been talking but engaging in an individual 180 

activity, and hence the silent ‘gatherings’ cannot directly be 181 

described as lapses (even though they involve no talk). 182 
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Rather, what is more at stake is a transition between two 183 

different activities.  184 

Previous research has found that when participants have a 185 

clearly available common activity at hand, they frequently 186 

transition between talking and being engaged in that activity. 187 

The local devices for achieving such transitions have been 188 

described for activities such as students doing group work in 189 

classrooms (Szymanski 1999), friends playing video games 190 

(Mondada 2012), and families engaged in foraging activities 191 

(Keisanen et al. 2017). Displaying availability for interaction is 192 

crucially related not only to the participants’ speech but also 193 

to their embodied behavior: certain body movements as well 194 

as gaze behavior function to elicit speech from the co-195 

participant (Heath 1984). Directions and movements of the 196 

body and its parts are used to display participants’ 197 

involvement in different activities and participation 198 

frameworks (Goffman 1981; Goodwin 1984; Schegloff 1998; 199 

Kamunen 2019). The participants’ bodies in the given 200 

material environment create specific “contextual 201 

configurations”, which frame and constitute the participants’ 202 

actions (Goodwin 2000). The interactional space is created 203 

flexibly by arranging the participants’ bodies in relation to the 204 

ongoing activity and the local environment – for instance, in 205 

situations where participants transition from one activity to 206 

another (Mondada 2013). The participants’ body movements 207 

and spatial configurations are essential in making a transition 208 

from one activity to the next, for instance, when 209 

(trans)forming the participation framework of a group of 210 

people (Broth/Keevallik 2014; Råman 2018).  211 

Analyzing the participants’ embodied behavior during 212 

phases when they (possibly) transition from one activity to 213 

the next is crucial also in the present study. We are especially 214 

interested in how a participant makes oneself available for 215 

interaction and how they then jointly achieve the transition. 216 

That is, we investigate the ways in which individuals show 217 

their availability for interaction in a VW. Previous literature 218 

on interactions in VWs will be reviewed next. 219 

2.2 Gatherings and encounters in a virtual world 220 

VWs such as Second Life are persistent three-dimensional 221 

online environments developed for social interaction 222 
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(Schroeder 2008). Second Life, for example, includes various 223 

types of spaces and places where users can spend time and 224 

interact. VWs include several channels for interaction, such 225 

as text-based communication in open and private chats and 226 

within virtual artifacts (e.g., virtual whiteboards), audio 227 

connection, and above all, a customizable avatar character 228 

capable of movements (e.g., walking, jumping, flying) and 229 

gestures (e.g., waving, smiling, nodding). Avatar as a virtual 230 

body provides users a sense of presence in a virtual space, 231 

co-existence with others, and interaction with other avatars 232 

and virtual objects.  233 

The shared space as well as the virtually embodied co-234 

presence using avatars are unique features of VWs in 235 

comparison with other communication technologies where 236 

participants do not usually share a joint location with bodily 237 

representations. Thus, unlike other communication 238 

technologies, VWs provide for the possibility for spatially 239 

oriented interaction (Benford/Fahlen 1993), and, importantly, 240 

the possibility for both gatherings and encounters to occur. In 241 

general, communication technologies are not designed for 242 

unfocused gatherings where people often have at least 243 

peripheral (unconscious) social awareness of the co-present 244 

others (Goffman 1963: 83). In a VW, embodied users in a 245 

shared virtual space are continuously visible to one another, 246 

conveying the presence and location of the user in the virtual 247 

environment with cues about its body position as well 248 

(Schultze 2010). Thus, a shared space in VWs supports the 249 

process of seeing out of the corner of one's eye as well as 250 

glancing and overhearing, which are helpful for people in 251 

managing and coordinating their own activities as well as in 252 

predicting the activities of others in the shared space 253 

(Benford/Fahlen 1993).  254 

In addition to focused encounters, previous research has 255 

also attended to some gathering-like situations in VWs. For 256 

example, Bennersted and Ivarsson (2010) observed that 257 

between different phases in online games, players engage in 258 

“waiting activities” such as jumping with their avatars. 259 

Jumping in the presence of other players was not intended as 260 

focused interaction but rather as a signal to others that the 261 

player was still active in the game while waiting. Online 262 

games commonly also include “idle animations”, different 263 

kinds of little activities that the avatars can do when a player 264 
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wishes not to be interrupted or leaves the game for a while. 265 

By using an idle animation such as reading a book with one’s 266 

avatar, the player can remain in the presence of others in an 267 

unfocused manner. This type of behaviors are reminiscent of 268 

what has been shown to occur also in real-life situations 269 

when people wait. Waiting does not mean just standing still 270 

and/or doing nothing; instead, specific embodied resources 271 

are systematically employed to signal to other participants 272 

that waiting is taking place (Svinhufvud 2018; Ayaß 2020). 273 

Waiting can thus quite often be characterized as a type of a 274 

gathering.  275 

The division between a gathering and an encounter in VWs 276 

relates to the research area of co-presence and social 277 

presence. Mennecke et al. (2011) introduced the theory of 278 

embodied social presence in virtual worlds. According to this 279 

theory, being in a VW and using its contents easily evoke the 280 

sense of presence in the virtual space, eventually leading to 281 

the sense of co-presence (a ‘gathering’), followed by the sense 282 

of social presence (an ‘encounter’) with other users. However, 283 

this theory does not discuss the details on when, how and 284 

why the users engage in using the VW contents and avatars 285 

for achieving social presence, and the detailed process of 286 

transitioning from co-presence (gathering) to the state of 287 

social presence (encounter) has not been properly attended 288 

to. As seen above, previous research has given hints about the 289 

significance of spatially defined interactions as well as the use 290 

of avatars, but the detailed practices the users engage in to 291 

signal availability as well as to open an encounter after being 292 

in a gathering are not yet properly understood − a research 293 

gap that we in the current paper aim to fill. 294 

Another reason for why the transition process itself has not 295 

gained much attention might lie in the difficulty of detecting 296 

the subtle interactional transition cues that people use in 297 

face-to-face situations in the context of VWs. Despite the 298 

increasing visual realism of VWs and the abilities of avatars to 299 

convey various types of social information, the users’ ongoing 300 

activities are still far less obvious for others to detect than 301 

they are in real life. In face-to-face situations, participants use 302 

detailed observational (verbal and nonverbal) information 303 

when monitoring others in order to interpret their actions 304 

and to design appropriate responses to them. Accountability, 305 

projectability, and coordination of action crucially depend on 306 
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this observational information, which include the unfolding 307 

of turn taking in real time and the observability of gaze and 308 

other embodied activities − features that are still under 309 

development in VWs. Especially since avatars do not 310 

unintendedly “give off” cues (Goffman 1959: 2) about their 311 

users’ activities as human bodies do, information about 312 

ongoing activities in VWs needs to be explicitly 313 

communicated (Moore et al. 2006). Otherwise, the avatars 314 

just stand still and do nothing, possibly giving a false sense of 315 

availability. 316 

Even though avatars are less accountable for their actions 317 

than real human bodies are, we suggest that since VWs enable 318 

the existence of both gatherings and encounters, also the 319 

transition process between the two can be investigated − 320 

even though it may be less sophisticated than in face-to-face 321 

situations (see Mondada 2009). This is what we attempt to do 322 

in the remainder of this paper. 323 

3 Empirical study 324 

3.1 Participants and the interaction setting 325 

The research data are collected from a setting where 12 326 

virtual teams collaborated in Second Life. The participants 327 

(N=36) in this study were recruited among students from two 328 

universities in Finland as well as among friends and 329 

colleagues, and they were randomly divided into three-330 

member teams. To ensure that each team would be in equal 331 

position, the team members did not know one another 332 

beforehand and met face-to-face for the first time only after 333 

the session. Furthermore, the participants did not receive 334 

information about the researchers’ interests at all.  335 

Second Life consists of spaces for social interaction and 336 

collaboration built on virtual islands. The space in this study 337 

was built on an island that was surrounded by a transparent 338 

wall that prevented team members from leaving the area. The 339 

space also included a virtual whiteboard that the teams could 340 

jointly use to complete the assigned tasks (see Figure 2). The 341 

teams used an audio connection to communicate verbally. 342 

Each team used the same three pre-selected avatars for 343 

navigating in the space and for using the whiteboard. 344 
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Although the teams comprised both male and female 345 

participants, the avatars had customary male appearances. 346 

 347 

Figure 2: Collaboration space including avatars and a virtual whiteboard. 348 

Each team participated in an assigned session that started 349 

with a brief orientation followed by collaborative and 350 

individual assignments. The orientation session aimed to 351 

familiarize the participants with the task types and Second 352 

Life’s functionalities. During the actual collaborative work, 353 

each team transitioned between two types of activities: 354 

collaborative tasks and individual questionnaires (see Figure 355 

3). After each task, each team member was instructed to 356 

individually fill in a questionnaire featuring questions about 357 

how they perceived themselves, the other team members, 358 

and the joint interaction during the preceding task. 359 

 360 

Figure 3: Structure of the team sessions. 361 

3.2 Data collection 362 

All teams in the collaboration setting were video-recorded. 363 

Each recorded session lasted 2.5 hours, resulting in 30 hours 364 

of video data. To capture the team members both in the 365 

virtual space as avatars and in their separate physical 366 

locations as “real bodies,” video cameras were embedded 367 

both in the virtual world (the “VW” videos) and in the 368 

physical real-life locations (the “RL” videos). The video data 369 

of each team comprises one VW video where the team 370 

members interact in the VW as avatars, and three separate RL 371 

videos that capture the team members in their physical 372 

locations.  373 
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3.3 Data analysis 374 

In our analysis, we applied the principles of multimodal 375 

conversation analysis (Goodwin 2000; Mondada 2016a). Our 376 

analytic steps followed the basic conversation analytic 377 

research process (Sidnell 2013). First, we viewed the video 378 

recordings multiple times to identify the episodes that grasp 379 

our phenomenon of interest: moments of transitions between 380 

gatherings and encounters. Gatherings prevailed especially 381 

during the questionnaire-filling time; at those moments, the 382 

team members focused silently on individual rather than 383 

collaborative work. The questionnaire filling moments can be 384 

described as “allowable silences” (Hoey 2015), even “planned 385 

silences” between the “planned encounters”, i.e., the 386 

collaborative tasks. 387 

All participants in the 12 teams filled altogether nine 388 

questionnaires, one during the orientation and one after each 389 

assigned task (108 questionnaire-filling episodes in total). 390 

Most participants were ready sooner than expected, which 391 

resulted in unexpected ‘surplus time’ until the next 392 

collaborative task began. During this surplus time, the team 393 

members either voluntarily initiated an encounter, or waited 394 

for the next task in silence. In 40 of these episodes, there was 395 

a transition from a gathering to an encounter, whereas in 66 396 

of the episodes the surplus time was composed of a gathering 397 

only. In these 66 gathering-only episodes, the team members 398 

either just waited sitting still and silent (38 episodes), or 399 

walked with their avatars in the joint space in silence, not 400 

opening an encounter verbally (28 episodes). In addition, we 401 

found two episodes where the team kept up the encounter 402 

(i.e., a conversation) during the entire questionnaire-filling 403 

episode, even though they were supposed to work 404 

individually. 405 

In our detailed analysis, we focused on the 40 406 

gathering−encounter transitions. We transcribed the team 407 

members’ verbal communication (using the Jeffersonian 408 

conventions; see, e.g., Jefferson 2004) as well as their 409 

embodied actions (applying the conventions developed by 410 

Mondada (2016b)), including avatar movements and each 411 

team member’s gaze direction, facial expressions, body 412 

movements and hand movements on the keyboard (see 413 

Appendix for the transcription symbols). Next, we analyzed 414 
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the sequential and temporal trajectories of the 415 

gathering−encounter transitions, described them in detail, and 416 

made comparisons across episodes. In what follows, we will 417 

present our findings. 418 

4 Transitioning from a gathering to an encounter in a virtual world 419 

space 420 

In general, the team members were rather cautious about 421 

initiating conversation immediately after they had finished 422 

their own questionnaires, possibly because there were not 423 

always clear signs of whether the others were ready with 424 

their questionnaires yet. Rather, the team members stayed 425 

silent for several seconds after finishing their own 426 

questionnaire. When interacting face-to-face, there are 427 

embodied strategies for dealing with “awkward silences” that 428 

may occur when continuous conversation lapses. For 429 

example, the participants may drink, eat, or engage in self-430 

grooming or yawning (Hoey 2015; Vatanen submitted). In our 431 

data, the team members engaged in similar activities to ‘fill’ 432 

the silence or to pass the time when waiting in their separate 433 

physical locations. They drank water, yawned, stretched, or 434 

changed their body positions in their chairs. By carefully 435 

viewing RL videos of each participant, we also observed that 436 

some of them explored the virtual space without moving their 437 

avatars by using their mouse scroll to zoom and rotate their 438 

view of the virtual space. Zooming with a mouse scroll did 439 

not move the avatar but rather changed its perspective 440 

between a first-person perspective (seeing “with the avatar’s 441 

eyes”) and a third-person perspective (seeing from outside of 442 

the avatar). In addition to these private waiting activities, the 443 

team members also started to move their avatars in the virtual 444 

space when waiting (cf. Svinhufvud 2018; Ayaß 2020). When 445 

a team member finally initiated a conversation after having 446 

waited, the opening usually related to something other than 447 

directly asking whether the others were ready with their 448 

questionnaires.  449 

Based on our analysis, the ways in which the participants 450 

transition from a gathering to an encounter in the 40 episodes 451 

fall into two main types. In Process 1 (12 episodes), the 452 

transition is accomplished using verbal means only: in these 453 
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cases, the encounter simply is verbally opened by one of the 454 

team members. In Process 2 (28 episodes), the transition 455 

process involves the use of avatars before the first verbal 456 

opening. In the following analysis, engaging in avatar 457 

movement before the first verbal opening will be called a 458 

virtually embodied pre-beginning. In this VW context, the 459 

virtually embodied pre-beginnings have different 460 

characteristics compared to the embodied pre-beginnings in 461 

face-to-face interaction described by Mondada (2009). 462 

In addition to the two transition processes, there are 463 

differences in the first verbal opening turns. The openings 464 

include the social actions of noticing, information-request, 465 

account, and proposal that are related to the virtual space to 466 

which all team members had a joint visual access, or to 467 

something else such as the other team members or the tasks 468 

and questionnaires in the interaction setting. In Process 2, 469 

some of the openings are related to the avatar movement, 470 

which directly preceded the first verbal opening. The first 471 

opening is also dependent on the type of the preceding avatar 472 

movement during the virtually embodied pre-beginning (e.g., 473 

walking vs. jumping). Next, we analyze in more detail both 474 

transition processes as well as the types of the verbal 475 

openings and the virtually embodied pre-beginnings. In the 476 

following illustrations from our data, we call the team 477 

members seen in RL videos by their real (anonymized) 478 

names, and their avatars in the VW videos by “Name-A” (e.g., 479 

Jaakko and Jaakko-A). 480 

4.1 Process 1: Transition directly to talk, no preceding virtually 481 

embodied behavior 482 

Process 1 includes altogether 12 episodes where the 483 

transitioning from a silent gathering to an encounter takes 484 

place without any embodied preparation (see Figure 4). In 485 

these episodes, someone in the team just starts to talk at some 486 

point after finishing his/her own questionnaire. 487 

 488 

Figure 4: Process 1 of transitioning from a gathering to an encounter. 489 
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The 12 episodes in Process 1 can be divided into two 490 

categories according to the type of the first verbal turn that 491 

opens the encounter: noticing something (4 episodes) vs. 492 

requesting information (8 episodes). The content of the 493 

openings relates to either something that all team members 494 

have a joint visual access to in the virtual space or to 495 

something else, such as the interaction setting (questionnaires 496 

or collaborative tasks) or the other team members (e.g., their 497 

studies and free time). We illustrate this process by showing 498 

an excerpt of noticing something in the virtual space to which 499 

everyone has a joint visual access. Excerpt 1 begins when all 500 

team members, Juho, Susanna, and Jaakko, fill their 501 

questionnaires in silence. Juho is the first one to finish (line 502 

2).1 503 

Excerpt (1)2: Team 10, questionnaire 1, time 0:32:10. 504 

 

 
1    We detected the exact moment of finishing a questionnaire from the RL videos 

where we could see the questionnaire form turning grey in the team member’s 
computer screen immediately after s/he submitted it. 

2    The participants’ embodied behavior in the data, both real and virtual, is 
transcribed  applying Mondada’s (2016b) conventions. However, the lines that 
are not in the focus in the analysis are transcribed more roughly, especially 
when it comes to the exact timing of the embodied behavior. The target lines 
are more precisely transcribed.  
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After finishing his questionnaire, Juho starts to explore the 505 

virtual space by using his mouse scroll, which does not move 506 

his avatar (line 2). After 5.2 seconds, also Jaakko finishes his 507 

questionnaire but does not immediately engage in any 508 

detectable waiting activity but rather keeps sitting still, gaze 509 

towards his computer screen (line 3). After 6.3 seconds, 510 

Jaakko clicks his cursor off the whiteboard, which makes his 511 

avatar to stop touching the whiteboard with its arm but not to 512 

move otherwise. Jaakko sits still, gaze towards his screen for 513 

18.6 seconds while Juho keeps scrolling with his mouse and 514 

Susanna still fills her questionnaire. Then also Susanna 515 

finishes her questionnaire and immediately detaches her 516 

hands from her mouse and keyboard. Simultaneously her 517 

avatar stops touching the whiteboard (line 4). Susanna thus 518 
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disengages from the virtual world and starts to stretch her 519 

arms while waiting, while also Jaakko starts to adjust his 520 

headphones and chair. After stretching, Susanna suddenly 521 

leans towards her computer screen (line 5, Fig. 1). 522 

Simultaneously also Jaakko places his hands back on his 523 

mouse and keyboard, but does not use them. Then, Susanna 524 

makes the first verbal opening by informing others what she 525 

has just seen in the virtual space: a dolphin jumping in the 526 

virtual sea on her right, outside the collaboration area (line 6; 527 

see Bergmann (1990) and Hoey (2018) on using environment 528 

for generating talk). Juho and Jaakko do not provide 529 

immediate verbal responses, but they react to Susanna’s 530 

opening bodily: Juho starts to rotate his screen view to the 531 

right and Jaakko starts to use his keyboard (line 7, Fig. 2). 532 

After altogether 2.3 seconds, Jaakko responds to Susanna, and 533 

only then, with a relatively long delay, Jaakko-A turns its 534 

head to his right (line 9, Fig. 3). As Jaakko has been unable to 535 

detect the dolphin, the encounter continues with Susanna 536 

providing a more detailed explanation of the dolphin’s 537 

location (line 10). 538 

In other words, here the transition from a gathering to an 539 

encounter is accomplished by only talking, without any 540 

(virtually) embodied preparations, and the first verbal turn is a 541 

noticing of something in the joint visual space. In addition, we 542 

found cases where the first verbal opening that is not 543 

preceded by any embodied behavior relates to requesting 544 

information about something that does not relate to the 545 

virtual space but something else, such as the activities the 546 

team members engage in during their VW interaction (e.g., 547 

the number of the remaining tasks or questionnaires), or the 548 

other team members (e.g., their previous experience with 549 

virtual environments). Next, we will analyze cases in the 550 

other transition process where the transition includes a 551 

virtually embodied pre-beginning before the verbal opening. 552 

4.2 Process 2: Transition with a virtually embodied pre-beginning 553 

In our data, the participants did not always remain waiting 554 

and managing the silence alone in their physical locations, but 555 

they used the waiting time to explore the joint virtual space 556 

by moving their avatars. We grouped these cases under 557 

transition process 2, which includes altogether 28 episodes 558 
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where the transitioning from a silent gathering to an 559 

encounter takes place with an embodied preparation phase 560 

(see Figure 5). This virtually embodied pre-beginning 561 

comprises different movements of the avatar. 562 

 563 

Figure 5: Process 2 of transitioning from a gathering to an encounter. 564 

The 28 episodes in Process 2 fall into three categories 565 

according to the content-type of the first verbal turn that 566 

opens the encounter. The content of the first verbal opening 567 

turns relates either to the preceding avatar movement (12 568 

episodes), to something else in the virtual space to which all 569 

have joint visual access (8 episodes), or to something else (8 570 

episodes). As in Process 1, these openings include noticings 571 

and information-requests, but in addition, also accounts and 572 

proposals. In these episodes, it was also meaningful to make a 573 

difference as to who produces the first verbal opening: the 574 

one who engaged in the avatar movement preceding the first 575 

verbal opening, or someone other in the team.  576 

The types of the virtually embodied pre-beginnings are 577 

quite different from the pre-beginnings in face-to-face 578 

situations described by Mondada (2009). Instead of subtle 579 

body orientations and eye contact with the interlocutor-to-580 

be, virtually embodied pre-beginnings include walking 581 

around in the virtual space, jumping, and bumping into 582 

something (another avatar or the virtual whiteboard) with 583 

one’s avatar. Let us now examine in more detail the three 584 

types of verbal openings and the preceding virtually 585 

embodied behaviors. 586 

4.2.1 The opening relates to preceding avatar movement 587 

In 12 episodes, the opening is either a noticing (8 episodes), 588 

an information-request (2 episodes), an account (1 episode) or 589 

a proposal (1 episode), all relating to the just-preceding avatar 590 

movement. In addition, these 12 episodes can be grouped 591 

according to who engages in moving the avatar and who then 592 

opens the encounter. In nine episodes (see Excerpt 2), the 593 

one who moves the avatar also opens the discussion. In three 594 
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episodes (see Excerpt 3), the one who moves and the one 595 

who opens the encounter are different people. 596 

In the following excerpt, Juho opens the encounter by 597 

requesting information about his own preceding avatar 598 

movement. The excerpt begins when all team members, Juho, 599 

Susanna, and Jaakko, fill their questionnaires in silence. Juho 600 

is the first to finish the questionnaire (line 2). 601 

Excerpt (2): Team 10, questionnaire 5, time: 1:39:15. 602 
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Juho deactivates his whiteboard 3.8 seconds after finishing 603 

the questionnaire, which makes his avatar lower its arm from 604 

the whiteboard (line 2). Then he starts to explore the virtual 605 

space for 25.6 seconds. We see from the RL video that he 606 

uses only the ESC key and the mouse zoom that allow him to 607 

zoom and rotate the screen view without moving his avatar 608 

(line 3, Fig. 1). Jaakko finishes the questionnaire next. He 609 

deactivates his whiteboard as well, which makes his avatar 610 

take a few steps back; he does not, however, engage in 611 

further movements (line 4). Simultaneously, Juho presses a 612 

keyboard button that makes his avatar move a little: it turns 613 

its head to the right. After that, he remains sitting still, looking 614 

at his computer screen. Then, Susanna finishes her 615 

questionnaire, and one second later, Juho clicks his mouse, 616 

which makes his avatar walk across the virtual space, past 617 

Jaakko-A and Susanna-A (Fig. 2). Clicking somewhere in the 618 

virtual ground with his mouse seems to make Juho’s avatar 619 

walk forward to the clicked location. This movement is 620 

apparently unintentional as Juho shares his surprise with 621 

others: “I wonder where I started to run all of a sudden” (line 622 

5), and “what’s the matter with this” (line 8). Juho’s questions 623 

about his avatar movement open the encounter, and Susanna 624 
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and Jaakko respond with laughter (line 6) and joking (9). They 625 

also start to use their avatars to turn to look at Juho-A (lines 626 

9–10, Fig. 3, Fig. 4). Juho joins Jaakko’s joking, and the 627 

encounter continues (line 11).  628 

Also in the next excerpt, the encounter is opened by 629 

requesting information about something concerning the 630 

preceding avatar movement. In contrast with the previous 631 

excerpt, here the one who engages in the avatar movement 632 

(here: jumping) and the one who opens the encounter are 633 

different. The excerpt begins when all team members, Tanja, 634 

Elisa, and Jerri, fill their questionnaires in silence. Tanja is the 635 

first one to finish the questionnaire (line 2).  636 

Excerpt (3): Team 9, questionnaire 1, time: 00:34:34. 637 
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For 5.5 seconds after finishing the questionnaire, Tanja sits 638 

still but then changes her body position and starts to use her 639 

keyboard and walk in the virtual space with her avatar (lines 640 

3–4). We see this movement only in the RL video on her 641 

screen, because her avatar has moved outside the view in the 642 

static VW video (line 4, Fig. 1). Elisa finishes next and remains 643 

sitting still, looking at her screen (line 8). After she has been 644 

silent for 6.0 seconds, Tanja-A appears in front of the 645 

whiteboard and walks near the other avatars. Although it is 646 

not certain whether Elisa notices Tanja’s avatar, she starts to 647 

move her avatar as well right after Tanja-A appeared near her 648 

avatar. Jerri finishes his questionnaire as well (line 9) and 649 
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adjusts his body position while breathing loudly (lines 10). All 650 

team members move together in silence for 6.0 seconds (line 651 

11). Then Jerri suddenly jumps high up with his avatar (line 11, 652 

Fig. 2). Elisa reacts to this by laughing and asking how Jerri 653 

managed to jump (line 12). Once Jerri has responded that the 654 

E button in the keyboard makes the avatar jump (line 13), 655 

Elisa tries out jumping as well (line 14, Fig. 3), and the 656 

encounter continues.  657 

In summary, in the cases above the transition to an 658 

encounter involved a virtually embodied pre-beginning, and 659 

the first verbal turn related to the preceding avatar 660 

movement. Next, we illustrate a transition process where the 661 

first verbal opening relates to the joint visual space or shared 662 

objects. 663 

4.2.2 The opening relates to joint visual space or shared objects 664 

In eight episodes, the opening is a noticing (5 episodes) or an 665 

information-request (3 episodes) about something in the 666 

virtual space that everyone has a joint visual access to. Thus, 667 

even though there is some preceding avatar movement, the 668 

first opening is not related to it, but the topic of the opening is 669 

something else in the joint virtual space. These eight episodes 670 

can be categorized according to the person who engages in 671 

moving the avatar and the person who opens the encounter. 672 

In five episodes (see Excerpt 4), the same person who moves 673 

the avatar also opens the encounter. In three episodes (see 674 

Excerpt 5), the team member who moves and the team 675 

member who opens the encounter are different. 676 

The following Excerpt (4) includes a noticing as the first 677 

verbal opening, and here it is the same team member who 678 

first walks with his avatar and then opens the encounter 679 

(even though here actually all participants move their avatars 680 

prior to the opening). This excerpt begins when all team 681 

members, Juuso, Filip, and Petra, fill their questionnaires in 682 

silence.  683 
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Excerpt (4): Team 3, questionnaire 7, time: 2:06:23. 684 

 

 



Kohonen-Aho & Vatanen: Participation and co-presence in a virtual world  

 

D
iscu

ssio
n

 P
ap

e
r 

 

Here all team members start to move with their avatars in the 685 

virtual space a few seconds after finishing their 686 

questionnaires. Filip finishes first (line 2, Fig. 1). He moves his 687 

avatar for 4.3 seconds, after which he switches to rotating his 688 

screen view with the mouse and keyboard, which stops his 689 

avatar movement (line 3). Then Juuso finishes his 690 

questionnaire and breathes loudly (lines 3–4). He sits still for 691 

2.4 seconds (line 5) and then again breathes loudly and starts 692 

to move his avatar (line 6, Fig 2). For altogether 23.8 seconds, 693 

Juuso is the only one to move his avatar (line 7). Finally also 694 

Petra finishes the questionnaire, and after 2.3 seconds she 695 

starts to move her avatar (line 8, Fig. 3). Juuso and Petra move 696 

simultaneously in silence for 8.8 seconds (line 9). The pace 697 

and direction of their movements seem to be rather random 698 

and they do not take any noticeable bodily contact with one 699 

another. Then, Petra stops moving her avatar and switches to 700 

just zooming her view with the mouse scroll. Juuso continues 701 

moving about in silence for another 9.5 seconds. Then he 702 

stops his avatar next to the whiteboard, the avatar facing 703 

towards the sea behind the collaboration space (Fig. 4). After 704 

5 seconds, Juuso announces a discovery he has made in the 705 

sea (line 10): a jumping fish. Filip reacts to Juuso’s opening 706 

immediately by initiating repair with the question word mitä 707 

‘what’ (line 12). After Juuso partially repeats his preceding 708 
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turn, Filip responds by pointing out that this discovery is not 709 

very novel to him (see line 16).  710 

The following Excerpt (5) includes again a noticing as the 711 

first verbal opening. In contrast to Excerpt 4, here it is a 712 

different team member who engages in the preceding avatar 713 

movement (walking) and who opens the encounter. The 714 

excerpt begins when all team members, Iiris, Antti, and Hugo, 715 

fill their questionnaires in silence.  716 

Excerpt (5): Team 2, questionnaire 1, time: 00:25:34. 717 
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Hugo is the first one to finish the questionnaire filling and 718 

produces an utterance “hh, yes” that signals his readiness with 719 

the assignment (lines 2–3). The others do not respond to this 720 

utterance but seem to treat it as self-talk (see Keevallik 2018). 721 

Simultaneously with Hugo’s utterance, Antti also finishes his 722 

questionnaire (line 3). Antti remains sitting still, gazing 723 

towards his computer screen and still having his avatar 724 

touching the whiteboard even though he is finished. Then, 725 

Hugo starts to move around with his avatar in the virtual 726 

space (line 4, Fig. 1). After 9 seconds, also Iiris finishes the 727 

questionnaire and starts to zoom her screen view with her 728 

mouse without moving her avatar (line 5, Fig. 2). Hugo stops 729 

moving his avatar and detaches his hands from the mouse and 730 

keyboard (line 6). After altogether 3.9 seconds, he sighs (line 731 

7), which is followed by Iiris’s noticing that opens the 732 

encounter (line 8). Here it seems that Hugo’s avatar 733 

movement did not directly evoke the opening, but instead 734 

Iiris uses an (invisible) object in the virtual space to open the 735 

discussion: it is again the fish in the sea. Iiris continues to 736 

explain that she has been waiting for the fish to appear (line 737 

11), which may indicate that she has been looking at the sea 738 

rather than Hugo-A’s movement. In any case, Iiris’s opening 739 

occurs only after Hugo-A stops moving, and it is also 740 

preceded by an audible outbreath by a co-participant. Both 741 

of these may have affected the timing of the verbal opening 742 

turn.  743 

This excerpt is one of the six episodes where the first 744 

verbal opening refers to a topic that has already been 745 

discussed during the team session. The form of Iiris’s 746 

opening, “I really don’t have any fish there”, reveals that the 747 

team has already talked about the topic. Indeed, just before 748 

the team started to fill this questionnaire, Hugo asked the 749 

others if they have detected a fish in the sea. Antti had, but 750 
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Iiris had not. Thus, here Iiris uses the time after finishing her 751 

questionnaire to look for the fish, and opens an encounter 752 

after noticing that her search is not successful.  753 

In summary, the cases above illustrated a transition process 754 

involving a virtually embodied pre-beginning, and the first 755 

opening turn here relates to the joint visual space or shared 756 

objects. Next, we analyze a transition again preceded by 757 

virtually embodied behavior, with other topics as the first 758 

opening. 759 

4.2.3 Other topics as the opening 760 

In eight episodes, the verbal opening is either a noticing (2 761 

episodes) or an information-request (6 episodes) on 762 

something that does not relate to the preceding avatar 763 

movement nor the virtual space. Rather, the content of the 764 

opening has to do with the interaction setting (e.g., 765 

questionnaires or collaborative tasks) or the co-participants 766 

(e.g., their studies and free time). These eight episodes can be 767 

further categorized according to who engages in moving the 768 

avatar and who opens the encounter. In six episodes, the 769 

same person who moves the avatar also opens the encounter. 770 

In two episodes, the person who moves and the person who 771 

opens the encounter are different, as happens in Excerpt 6. 772 

This excerpt involves an opening where the speaker requests 773 

information about something not related to the joint space. 774 

The excerpt begins when all team members, Paula, Selena, 775 

and Oliver, fill their questionnaires in silence.  776 
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Excerpt (6): Team 1, questionnaire 6, time: 1:58:28. 777 

 

Oliver is the first one to finish his questionnaire, and he does 778 

not immediately engage in moving his avatar other than 779 

detaching its arm from the whiteboard (line 2). Selena finishes 780 

next and withdraws from her computer to stretch her arms 781 

and lean towards her table (line 3). Then she sighs (line 4). 782 

Paula is the last one to finish, and 1.3 seconds later Oliver 783 

starts to use his keyboard to walk around with his avatar (line 784 

5, Fig. 1). Now Selena returns to gaze towards her computer 785 

screen, and 3 seconds later breaths noticeably in and out 786 

(lines 6–7). As in Excerpt 5, the verbal opening of the ensuing 787 

encounter, Paula’s question on lines 8–9, is preceded by an 788 
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audible in- and outbreath by a co-participant. The opening 789 

itself relates to something else than the avatar movement or 790 

the virtual space: the team members’ free time. This is 791 

another one of the six episodes where the opening turn does 792 

not initiate a completely new topic but relates to a previous 793 

one: Selena has relayed that she has used the dating 794 

application Paula talks about during one of their previous task 795 

assignments. Paula’s opening is thus understood as addressed 796 

to Selena, even though it is not certain if the preceding 797 

outbreath can be identified as produced by Selena. 798 

In this excerpt, Oliver’s prior avatar movement did not 799 

seem to relate to Paula’s first verbal opening either, which 800 

was after all addressed to Selena. It is, however, possible that 801 

witnessing someone moving with an avatar can be used as a 802 

cue for detecting that at least one team member is ready with 803 

her/his questionnaire and thus available for an encounter (the 804 

same occurred in Excerpts 4 and 5). In addition, the audible 805 

breath may have again affected the timing of the verbal 806 

opening turn (as in Excerpt 5). 807 

In summary, the case above illustrated a transition process 808 

involving a virtually embodied pre-beginning, with the first 809 

opening turn not relating to the avatar movement, joint visual 810 

space nor the shared objects. Rather, it relates to something 811 

else, which in the rare case of Excerpt 6 is a prior discussion 812 

topic of the team members’ free time. Next, we present the 813 

implications of the virtually embodied behavior in VWs as 814 

indicating what we call encounter-readiness, after which we 815 

provide a summary and discussion of our findings. 816 

5 Virtually embodied behavior indicates encounter-readiness 817 

Previous studies on interaction in VWs have not been 818 

unanimous in how and to what extent virtually embodied 819 

behavior is actually used alongside verbal communication. 820 

Researchers have claimed that although people interact in a 821 

VW as avatars surrounded by virtual objects, they still mainly 822 

use talk in their communication (Sivunen/Nordbäck 2015). On 823 

the other hand, some studies also suggest that the possibility 824 

to use simultaneously text, audio, objects, and the avatar 825 

body is the key to enriching discussions and structuring 826 

interaction (Antonijevic 2008), and to increasing the 827 
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awareness of others (Allmendinger 2010). Some studies 828 

suggest that avatar stillness may signal even the lack of 829 

presence of the user behind the avatar (Bennerstedt/Ivarsson 830 

2010) or false availability of the user (Moore et al. 2006). The 831 

findings of the current study shed more light on the role of 832 

virtually embodied behavior in moments when people in the 833 

VW have been silent, i.e., in a ‘gathering’, and are about to 834 

(re-)start talking.  835 

Our findings suggest that the role of virtually embodied 836 

behavior is to function as a possible pre-beginning of an 837 

encounter: it signals one’s readiness with the preceding 838 

individual task and the availability to move to an encounter, 839 

i.e., to interact with others. We call the engagement in the 840 

virtually embodied behavior encounter-readiness. Displaying 841 

encounter-readiness seems to be an important cue for co-842 

participants in considering opening an encounter. There are 843 

certain reasons for this, and some of them seem to do with 844 

certain functionalities of the present VW, Second Life. When 845 

the team members operate with the whiteboard, their avatar’s 846 

arm points towards the whiteboard, and dots appear from the 847 

avatar’s hand to indicate the activation of the whiteboard. 848 

When a team member stops activating the whiteboard, also 849 

the avatar’s arm should be lowered. An avatar automatically 850 

lowers its arm and just stands still after certain, sometimes a 851 

relatively long amount of time not being operated by the user. 852 

However, as we saw in all excerpts above, it was rather 853 

common that although a team member had completed the 854 

questionnaire, even detached their hands from the mouse 855 

and keyboard (see Excerpt 6) the avatar kept touching the 856 

whiteboard. Thus, it seems that if avatars were not moved 857 

elsewhere after completing the questionnaire, the team 858 

members had very few cues about whether the others were 859 

ready or not (in case they did not directly ask about it, which 860 

occurred only once in our data).  861 

Our findings on virtually embodied behavior are consistent 862 

with Bennerstedt and Ivarsson’s (2010) observation about the 863 

use of avatar jumping between phases in games. According to 864 

them, during waiting periods in games, the players used 865 

avatar jumping to signal to the others that they were still in 866 

the game and had not left their avatar hanging behind. Also 867 

our data involve cases of jumping as a waiting activity (see 868 

Excerpt 3).  869 
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Altogether, our findings suggest that opening an encounter 870 

is more often preceded by virtually embodied behavior (28 871 

episodes in Process 2) than by the participants’ avatars just 872 

remaining still (12 episodes in Process 1). However, as 873 

mentioned in Section 3.3 above, our data also included 66 874 

episodes where the ‘surplus time’ consisted of a gathering 875 

only, and no transition to an encounter occurred. These 876 

gatherings were of two types: waiting privately in silence for 877 

the next task (38 episodes), or walking with the avatar in the 878 

joint space but not opening an encounter (28 episodes). Some 879 

of these “gatherings” resemble certain moments in face-to-880 

face interaction where the participants do not talk or do 881 

anything bodily but are nonetheless committed to being 882 

together at that moment, i.e., to the co-presence (see 883 

Vatanen, submitted).  884 

These types of moments actually challenge the idea of 885 

dividing social situations strictly into the two categories of 886 

‘gathering’ and ‘encounter.’ Rather, participant behavior in 887 

social situations seems to be better described as a continuum 888 

of orientations (see Vatanen, submitted). Somewhere in 889 

between focused encounters and unfocused gatherings are 890 

situations where the participants do not sustain a joint focus 891 

of attention, such as a conversation or another mutually 892 

coordinated activity, but nevertheless are committed to being 893 

co-present and together in the shared space − such as here 894 

the participants’ commitment to accomplishing the whole 895 

collaboration session as a team. At these moments, the 896 

participants are physically − or, virtually − in the same space 897 

where they have just previously had a focused encounter, 898 

when the nature of the situation transforms into one where 899 

the togetherness and joint focus are more frail than they are 900 

in an encounter but stronger than in a gathering. (For more 901 

discussion and an example of such a situation in face-to-face 902 

interaction, see Vatanen, submitted.) In face-to-face 903 

interaction, the participants’ orientations to one another and 904 

the co-presence can be traced observing their bodily 905 

behaviors, whereas in mediated co-presence such as a VW, 906 

the orientations are more difficult to prove, both for the 907 

analyst and especially for the participants who only have 908 

access to the co-participants’ avatars. This seems to be 909 

related to the significance that avatar behavior has for 910 
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opening an encounter, which was discussed in the current 911 

study. 912 

Comparing the 28 episodes where virtually embodied 913 

behavior was followed by an opening of an encounter (in 914 

Process 2), and the 28 episodes of avatar(s) walking but 915 

remaining in a gathering-like situation (or in a situation that 916 

seems to be in between the two situation types), it seems that 917 

moving about with the avatar indeed signals only availability 918 

or possibility for an encounter but does not automatically 919 

lead to it. For this reason, we conclude that virtually 920 

embodied behavior works only as a signal about readiness to 921 

move to an encounter, and it is up to the participants whether 922 

then to open an encounter or not. Consequently, not all 923 

virtually embodied behaviors can be called encounter pre-924 

beginnings either; rather, that particular characterization can 925 

be done in retrospect only. 926 

6 Summary and discussion 927 

This study focused on the details of how gatherings turn into 928 

encounters in a VW. We aimed to further the empirical 929 

investigations of social interactions in VWs, especially by 930 

treating what in the field of computer-mediated 931 

communication has been called ‘social presence’ (i.e., an 932 

‘encounter’) as a behaviorally displayed entity. We applied 933 

multimodal conversation analysis to examine the 934 

interactional practices that participants use in the 935 

gathering−encounter transitions. In our data, two main types 936 

of transition processes occur. First, there are episodes where 937 

the transition happens by one participant directly starting to 938 

talk, without any preceding virtually embodied behavior 939 

(Process 1). However, it is more common that the transition 940 

includes a virtually embodied pre-beginning phase that is 941 

then followed by verbal interaction (Process 2).  942 

Contrasting our findings to Mondada’s (2009) and 943 

Mondada and De Stefani’s (2018) suggests that there are 944 

certain differences in how gatherings turn into encounters in 945 

a VW compared to face-to-face situations. Unlike in face-to-946 

face situations (ibid.), in our data the interactional space was 947 

not stabilized at the end of the embodied pre-beginning, 948 

before the first verbal opening. In our setting, the physical 949 
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participants are rather stable behind their screens, but their 950 

avatars may keep moving when transitioning from a gathering 951 

into an encounter (and even during an encounter). The 952 

situation and the use of embodied resources are very 953 

different in a VW, and consequently, stabilizing the setting 954 

does not play a similar role. Furthermore, space and the 955 

(avatar) body seem to have different roles for establishing 956 

interactional space in a VW: movement in space helps to 957 

signal availability, whereas standing still signals a potential 958 

lack of (psychological) presence of the participant behind the 959 

avatar.  960 

The interaction setting we studied is different from 961 

Mondada’s (2009) also in other respects. Unlike Mondada, we 962 

did not study the very first encounters between strangers, or 963 

even unplanned encounters between acquainted persons (De 964 

Stefani/Mondada 2018). Rather, even though the participants 965 

in our setting were strangers to one another at first, they little 966 

by little became more acquainted with one another. They 967 

were also present with one another as avatars in a joint 968 

location the whole time, not briefly passing one another on a 969 

street. De Stefani and Mondada (2018) showed that people 970 

engage in interaction in a different manner depending on 971 

whether they interact with acquainted or unacquainted 972 

persons, which also has organizational consequences for the 973 

openings. In our setting, it was intriguing that the incremental 974 

familiarization of members within the teams did not seem to 975 

affect the ways in which encounters were opened time after 976 

time. Even though each team had the possibility to transition 977 

from a gathering to an encounter eight times during the 978 

whole collaboration session, the team members remained 979 

careful not to open the encounter immediately after finishing 980 

their own questionnaires, but usually only after several 981 

seconds and only after exploring the virtual space privately or 982 

by moving their avatars. In addition, such openings that 983 

would reveal any emerging acquaintanceship between the 984 

participants were rare (e.g., asking about the study fields of 985 

others). Thus, the incremental familiarization of the team 986 

members during the sessions did not seem to have 987 

consequences for how the encounters were opened; 988 

probably they could not achieve a sufficient level of 989 

familiarization after only three hours of interacting in 990 
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comparison with the persons in De Stefani and Mondada’s 991 

study. 992 

Our study also contributes to the prior literature on how 993 

interaction is resumed after it has been ceased for a moment. 994 

Previous research has detected three ways to resume 995 

interaction after a lapse in talk: participants may move to end 996 

the interaction, continue with prior talk, or start something 997 

new (Hoey 2018). In our data, it was interesting that the 998 

opening turn usually did not continue any prior topic (this 999 

happened in only six of the 40 episodes). Most often the 1000 

participants opened the encounter by starting something 1001 

new, often using the environment as a resource for generating 1002 

talk. The environment-based openings concerned the joint 1003 

virtual space and objects to which all team members had 1004 

access, and in Process 2, also the preceding avatar movement. 1005 

The rest of the openings related usually to the interaction 1006 

setting or other team members. Furthermore, the social 1007 

actions of the opening turns in our data involve noticings, 1008 

information-requests, accounts, and proposals − in other 1009 

words, a wider variety of actions compared to those observed 1010 

in Mondada (2009) and De Stefani and Mondada (2018).  1011 

Our study illustrates how different kinds of avatar 1012 

movements, such as walking and jumping, have different 1013 

consequences for the following interaction. Walking with the 1014 

avatar seemed to help a team member to notice things in the 1015 

virtual space and then to use this information to open an 1016 

encounter. In addition, witnessing walking seemed to work as 1017 

a hint for the co-participants that the walker is ready with 1018 

their questionnaire and thus available for an encounter. 1019 

However, witnessing walking did not lead into initiating 1020 

conversation, whereas witnessing playful avatar behaviors 1021 

such as jumping was reacted to by other team members and 1022 

thus invited others to open an encounter. A reason for this 1023 

may be that unlike jumping, walking was familiar for all 1024 

participants as they were instructed on that during the 1025 

orientation session. Thus, co-present team members treated 1026 

walking with “civil inattention” (Goffman 1963: 84), as would 1027 

be done in gatherings on the street, for example. 1028 

Furthermore, both walking and jumping functioned as 1029 

“waiting behaviors” in our data (cf. Svinhufvud 2018; Ayaß 1030 

2020).  1031 
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Our findings also elaborate Mennecke et al.’s (2011) theory 1032 

on embodied social presence which implies that VW 1033 

affordances such as avatar body, virtual space, and virtual 1034 

objects as well as verbal and nonverbal communication need 1035 

to be used to transition from ‘co-presence’ to ‘social 1036 

presence,’ i.e., from a gathering to an encounter. However, 1037 

this theory does not explicitly focus on the ways in which the 1038 

VW affordances are used to achieve this transition. Our study 1039 

thus offers a major new insight in this topic. Future research 1040 

could explore how familiarity with one’s avatar and the space 1041 

might influence the ways in which encounters are opened in 1042 

VWs as well as in constant virtual teams where the members 1043 

know one another well. In addition, the transition from a 1044 

gathering to an encounter in “public” VW spaces where the 1045 

participants resemble more the passers-by in Mondada’s 1046 

(2009) study should be studied. 1047 

Appendix: Transcription conventions 1048 

Verbal communication (based on Jefferson 2004): 1049 
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Embodied behavior (adapted from Mondada 2016b): 1050 

 1051 
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