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1 Introduction
A sniper lies on a rooftop aiming for his target, an ISIS soldier. Behind the
sniper, you can see Iraqi soldiers kneeled down, which makes you want to lower
your head as well. A quiet footstep behind you reveals an American journalist
repositioning himself only a few metres away. The sniper concentrates and
gently pulls the trigger. The shot is fired. (opening scene of The Fight for
Fallujah, 2016)

1.1 Immersive journalism
Immersive journalism emphasises a subjective first-person experience of news, aiming
to engulf the recipient in a virtual environment (de la Peña et al. 2010). The umbrella
term of immersive journalism describes immersive, interactive and first-person
perspectives of news, which refers to, for instance news stories experienced via virtual
reality (VR).
Experience in general has been considered an essential factor in the media
industry when increasing engagement with news events (de la Peña et al. 2010; Peck
& Malthouse 2010). The above description from the opening scene of The Fight for
Fallujah demonstrates the capacity of VR to transform news into an experience,
emphasising the notion of ‘being there’ in the scene and engaging the recipient in the
event by simulating physical reality (Slater 2009: 3549). Experience is powerful due to
its subjective qualities and the ways in which it can impact an individual’s attitudes
(Dewey 1938).
The emergence of the immersive journalism field is a result of ongoing
technological development (Whyte 2002: 7-8), but it also offers an opportunity to
enhance journalism. Immersive journalism responds to the fragmentation of audiences
by producing media content that is available on smartphones and by enabling
recipients to experience the news in an innovative way (Jones 2017: 3).
The New York Times (NYT) was one of the first news organisations to adopt the
VR stories application in 2015 (Hardee & McMahan 2017: 2). The application can be
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downloaded free of charge, and the experience does not require expensive VR glasses.
In fact, the news organisation has sent out more than 1 million cardboard VR headsets
already to encourage its most loyal subscribers to employ the new medium (The New
York Times is sending out a second round of Google Cardboards, 2016, April 28). The
editor of NYT, Jake Silverstein, announced that NYT VR has been the most successful
application launch in the organisation’s history (Immersive journalism: What virtual
reality means for the future of storytelling and empathy-casting, 2016).
To be immersed within the virtual environment and engaged in the events, the
recipient has to employ a degree of presence. Presence can be described as a ‘sense of
being there’ (Smyth, Benyon, McCall, O’Neill & Carroll 2015: 241) or ‘the state of
being present’ (Sherman & Craig 2003: 20). In terms of VR, presence is the most
studied aspect in the field (IJsselsteijn & Riva 2003; Lee 2004; Lombard & Ditton
1997). In particular, the effects of media content and media form in establishing a
sense of presence underpin the discussion (de la Peña et al. 2010; McRoberts 2017;
Slater 2003).
Sense of presence is a crucial concept in immersive journalism, especially
regarding realistic, non-fiction media content, because the recipient can apply
understanding from physical reality and therefore relate better to the experience
(Ijsselstejn & Riva 2003; Prince 1996: 32). The sense of presence is achieved via the
technology and its design; however, an individual is required to make a subjective
perception of the phenomenon experienced (Lombard & Jones 2015: 17-19).
The concept of presence is also linked to media witnessing. VR either places the
recipient in the centre of events to witness them or places the recipient in an encounter
with a witness who directs his or her testimony to the recipient. According to Peters
(2011), the sense of presence is important for experiencing physical and temporal
proximity to an event. Because physical and temporal distances become indistinct in
VR, the key issue becomes determining the proper distance to the subjects involved
(Chouliaraki 2006; Silverstone 2007). Furthermore, the sense of presence is
emphasised in relation to VR because it offers opportunities to raise awareness and
provide possibilities for ‘personal and social transformation’ (McRoberts 2017: 14).
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VR enables the recipient to experience different perspectives than they are used
to even though the aim is not to reveal or bring ‘the truth’ of a certain event
(McRoberts 2017: 5). The foremost purpose of VR stories has been considered the
ability to evoke empathic responses in recipients; the next most important aim is to
transport recipients to a different social reality (Sánchez Laws 2017). Central to VR is
the capability to place the recipient in another person’s shoes as one of the
participants.
Immersive journalism research is still in the early stages. Some of the scholars
discussing immersive journalism have a rather optimistic approach to the new field
(e.g. de la Peña et al. 2010; Hardee & McMahan 2017; Rheingold 1991; Sirkkunen,
Väätäjä, Uskali & Rezaei 2016). They see immersive journalism as a way of evoking
empathy or a liberated way of consuming news and learning about the world, without
considering how the medium can be used and for what purposes. Recent literature has
critically explored the concept of immersive journalism in relation to sense of
presence, witnessing and the narrative of VR (Jones 2017; McRoberts 2017; Nash
2017).

1.2 The study of conflict VR stories
The study explored the NYT VR stories and the way VR can influence recipients
when simulating high-conflict news stories. The research focused only on 360-degree
VR stories, which require hardware (VR glasses and headphones) in order to be
characterised as a VR experience. This distinction is essential because the NYT VR
application also produces 360-degree videos, which can be viewed directly on the
screen of a mobile device.
The analysis was guided by the following research question:
How do the NYT VR stories enhance engagement with conflict reporting?
The focus of the study was to explore the characteristics and constraints of VR
in reporting actual events that involve a conflict. Tragedies are generally characterised
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as conflict news stories when they depict distant suffering and unfortunate destinies in
an effort to engage with the recipient (Chouliaraki 2006). Therefore, delimiting the
study to conflict stories served as the ideal discourse for exploring engagement in VR.
Particular interest was given to the notion of presence and the way media form
and media content produce engagement, as well as the ways VR aims to connect the
recipient with the news story. Also, the study touches the ethical discussion
surrounding immersive journalism.
The qualitative research employed close reading as the primary analysing
technique, and the data was gathered from VR stories. Close reading is a suitable
method because it concentrates on the medium as a whole by analysing formal
conventions while also drawing attention to several aspects in the given content (Kuhn
& Westwell 2012: 425).
The study employed the term ‘recipient’ when discussing the individual
experiencing virtually mediated events because the common terms ‘spectator’ and
‘viewer’ refer primarily to a passive agency. Moreover, ‘participator’ can be confused
with the narrative VR strategy (McRoberts 2017). Recipient better reflected the
characteristics employed in the virtual environment and the hardware used.
The theoretical framework aimed to expand understanding of the researched
subject and support the analysis. The theoretical discussion concerning immersive
journalism served as the primary literature for the study (e.g. de la Peña 2010; Hardee
& McMahan 2017; Jones 2017; McRoberts 2017; Nash 2017). Furthermore, the study
adopted discussions from VR (e.g. Biocca & Levy 1995a; Sherman & Craig 2003;
Steinicke 2016; Whyte 2002) and provided a general framework from which
immersive journalism draws many characteristics. The study also discussed presence
(e.g. Heeter 1992; Lee 2004; Lombard & Ditton 1997; Slater 2003), which is the key
concept relating to VR and immersive journalism. The concept of media witnessing
(e.g. Chouliaraki 2006; Frosh & Pinchevski 2011a; Peters 2001; Silverstone 2007)
provided the theoretical insights of witnessing and distant suffering. Because the
virtual environment is captured with 360-degree digital cameras and borrows wellestablished conventions from the documentary method, it was also essential to draw
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on theories from audiovisual conventions (e.g. Bordwell & Thompson 2010; Nichols
1991).
In addition to the above, literature in terms of audience engagement and empathy
were also reviewed. The relevant literature supported the analysis and contributed
towards developing further interpretations.
The structure of the research is divided into literature review, methodology,
analysis and discussion including a conclusion. The literature review begins by
providing an overall introduction to the emergence of immersive journalism and a
description of the VR concept, followed by an exploration of the initial concepts
relating to immersive journalism, such as narration and engagement to physical reality.
Further section concentrates on exploring the different dimensions of presence in
relation to subjectivity, media form and media content as well as emotional
engagement. Lastly, the concept of witnessing is reviewed in the context of VR.
The methodology chapter gives an account of the rationale behind the chosen
research method. The chapter introduces the research data and provides a general
overview of the reasoning for selecting the specific VR stories. Furthermore, the
chapter states the procedures that were used to collect and analyse the data.
The analysis chapter presents the primary findings, which attempt to answer the
research question. The chapter is divided into four sections based on the findings.
Lastly, the discussion chapter aims to locate the findings in the broader context
and critically evaluate them. The chapter expounds on insights from the findings and
discusses the relevance of the study in the broader spectrum. Discussion chapter
concludes the significance of the study for journalism research and acknowledges the
limitations in the research.

6

2 Literature review
This chapter reviews the theories surrounding immersive journalism and sheds light on
earlier discussions in related fields. The review progresses first by defining immersive
journalism and its characteristics. Thereafter, the theoretical discussion expands to the
second section of narrative traditions and aesthetical conventions drawn from
audiovisual practices. The third section concentrates on exploring VR in terms of its
engagement with real-life events. The fourth part of the literature review introduces
the concept of presence and discusses the various and distinctive features it may
contain when addressing VR stories with real-life attachments. The fifth section
explores emotional engagement in relation to VR. Finally, the last section focuses on
immersive witnessing, which offers viewpoints from media witnessing and distant
suffering to elucidate the distinctions VR could raise.

2.1 Defining immersive journalism
Immersive journalism employs VR technology to achieve an immersive, real-life-like
experience of a news story. Howard Rheingold suggested very optimistically in the
1990s that VR could create ‘a new kind of window on reality’ (1991: 15), indicating
that the virtual environment could be understood as a competing view of reality or
even as reality itself. Even though the ultimate aim of VR is the perfect spatial and
temporal illusion (Biocca & Levy 1995a), it is important to note that immersive
journalism provides only a simulated reality.
VR is often used for simulating physical reality in a similar way that cinema and
television did in the beginning of their era (Slater 2009: 3549). Therefore, VR
technology can only represent reality—it is by no means the same as reality itself. VR
provides ‘a real representation’ of a world which can be fictional or non-fictional, such
as a computer-designed environment or footage captured from real life (Sherman &
Craig 2003: 41). The ‘real’ refers only to VR itself as a medium providing an authentic
experience (Bolter & Grusin 2001: 53-4).
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Because immersive journalism uses VR technology, it is essential to grasp the
subject briefly by exploring its different dimensions. The term ‘virtual reality’ can
refer to the VR medium or the VR system. Usage of the term in the present study
refers to the VR medium, which concentrates on the virtual environment that is either
captured in the real-life environment or created with animation or 3D modelling
(Whyte 2002). Furthermore, the virtual environment can be characterised as a ‘virtual
world’ where the simulated events take place (Sherman & Craig 2003: 17).
The VR system comprises technological aspects, such as output devices and
software, which enable the VR experience within the medium. From the technological
perspective, immersion requires input and output hardware (Biocca & Delaney 1995:
64). The output devices include head-based displays (HBDs), such as VR headsets for
visual display and headphones for sound. The visual system is commonly
stereoscopic, which means that each eye receives a slightly different view (Whyte
2002: 7) in order to see 3D imagery. The VR technology follows circularity; that is the
recipient both receives ‘information and sensations’ through output devices and
‘transmits’ information back to the technology through input (Sherman & Craig 2003:
76). By so doing, the interactive cycle between the recipient and technology forms a
continuous display that requires constant readjustment.
The development of technology and especially mobile phone devices has had a
great impact on the further development of VR technology. Smartphones use similar
functions to computers but in a smaller and more cost-effective form. Most
importantly, the main components of VR technology, such as the high-density display
panel, accelerometer and gyroscope, are already built-in to most smartphones
(Steinicke 2016: 9).
The possibility of employing VR technology and its immersive capacity in
journalism were discussed as early as the 1990s. Biocca and Levy (1995a) were the
first scholars to suggest the possibility of utilising VR in news journalism by
foreseeing the potential of the medium in providing new perspectives for the audience.
The discussion became topical again in the early 2000s when the technology of VR
had developed to a reasonable standard. The University of Minnesota organised two
seminars—‘Playing the News: Journalism, Interactive Games and Narrative’ in 2001
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and ‘Sensing the News: What New Technologies Could Mean for Journalism’ in
2002—where participants seriously discussed, for the first time, how immersive games
and 360-degree footage could be employed in news journalism (Domínguez 2017: 3).
The use of VR in journalism has evoked the emergence of the new immersive
journalism field. Immersive journalism was first introduced by Nonny de la Peña.
Referred to as ‘the godmother of virtual reality’, she has done pioneering work in the
field as a researcher and a producer (Domínguez 2017: 3-6; Perez Seijo 2017: 113). de
la Peña et al. define immersive journalism as ‘the production of news in a form in
which people can gain first-person experience of the events’ (2010: 291). Therefore,
immersive journalism can refer to news stories involving interactive and immersive
qualities, such as VR stories and 360-degree videos. Immersive journalism strips off
the fourth wall, a physical barrier between the news content and the audience, by
increasing proximity to the news events (Biocca & Levy 1995b).
Immersion in journalism has been referred to as ‘a research technique’ when a
journalist needs to spend enough time in another social reality to capture and narrate it
(Domínguez 2017: 2). In immersive journalism, the roles of reporter and spectator
have been swapped. The recipient becomes the one who is placed within a simulated
social reality instead of a reporter and is required to make sense of the surrounding
events.
The concept of immersion in digital technology was originally derived from
game theory. Immersion has been seen as a positive effect in the sense that it
establishes ‘a deep connection’ in a digital game between the player and the game
world (Calleja 2014: 25). A variety of different definitions for ‘immersion’ and its
initial characteristics exist in the field. McMahan argues that two different levels of
immersion can be distinguished in game theory: ‘the diegetic level’, when the player is
absorbed into the game world and the game’s story, and ‘the non-diegetic level’,
which refers to the player’s eagerness towards the game and his or her effort and
involvement in the game (2003: 68). Slater (2003) describes immersion purely as a
technological feature that is achieved through the output devices. Sherman and Craig
suggest that immersion involves both physical and mental immersion, and as more
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than just a technological function, it requires ‘a mental state’ or ‘a feeling of being
involved’ (2003: 9-10).
In the field of immersive journalism, the term ‘immersion’ is more established
than in the gaming industry. Jones (2017) characterises immersion as a physical but
also mental quality that enables recipients to look independently where they wish at
their own pace (p. 3). According to McRoberts, immersion can roughly be defined as
‘a state of deep involvement or absorption in an activity or experience’ (2017: 5). Both
Jones and McRoberts acknowledge the emphasis on mental capacities, which are used
within an experience.
The definition of immersion for this study employs Jones’ (2017) and
McRoberts’ (2017) view that immersion is a psychological and continuous flow of
engagement in the experience of the virtually mediated environment. Salen and
Zimmerman’s (2003) view is also employed that immersion is not bound to a
replication of reality, but the content that is perceived emphasises the degree of
immersion (p. 450-453). The content has a significant role in forming immersion in
the way that it creates a connection with the subject. Domínguez (2017) argues that
immersion has existed long before digital technologies, for instance in novels, and
immersion initially requires the imagination both of the author and the reader (p. 4).
Whereas the author is required to imagine and then narrate the story vividly to lure the
reader into the story world, the reader is also required to be responsive. The individual
may not feel spatially ‘being there’ in the story world, but the content attracts the
individual’s attention and establishes a deep connection. Therefore, immersion
mentally transfers the individual to where the events take place but does not
necessarily create a sense of spatial change. Hence, technological output does not
unambiguously define immersion alone, even though it contributes to a deeper
engagement.
In addition to immersion, one of the key elements of the VR experience is
interactivity (Sherman & Craig 2003: 6). Interactivity in the virtually mediated
environment refers to the ways the recipient is able to modify both the form and the
content to some extent in the virtual environment (Biocca & Levy 1995b: 46). The
notion of interactivity is intertwined with the assumption that the recipient could be an
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active agent instead of a passive spectator. Immersive journalism offers an innovative
way to consume news because the recipient becomes an active participant in a certain
simulated event (Cruz & Fernandez 2011: 8). Interactive activity in immersive
journalism is considered the ability to choose where to view in a virtual environment
(Domínguez 2017: 9). The sensory feedback detects the head rotation of the recipient
and changes the view according to the movement. However, the level of interactivity
is limited in VR stories when the recipients cannot manipulate objects or change the
position from which they view the story because their position is bound to the
camera’s position (Hardee & McMahan 2017: 8).

2.2 Audiovisual conventions in the VR narrative
Immersive journalism refers to ‘interactive documentary’ (Gaudenzi 2014) or
‘cinematic VR’ (Domínguez 2017: 6; Tricart 2018: 2) in the way the recipient interacts
with the medium and how it borrows established film-making conventions from
cinema and documentary instead of game design. Unlike documentary or cinematic
conventions, immersive journalism attempts to “remove the existence” of the camera.
The implementation of VR in journalism has been slow due to technological
challenges. Although the main problems have been the high cost of both technology
and production, the lack of professionals who are specialised in VR and capable of
implementing such technologies in journalism has also been an issue (Perez Seijo
2017: 114). However, when VR and 360-degree filming were employed as production
methods, immersive journalism quickly established itself as a form of news production
(Jones 2017: 2). Even though 360-degree cameras are inexpensive, postproduction is
both the biggest cost and the greatest challenge because the stitching process, i.e.
creating a seamless virtual environment from the footage, requires time and an
expanding skillset (Hardee & McMahan 2017: 7). Implementing immersive journalism
into newsrooms also demands that journalists work together with researchers and
designers.
Many news organisations, including the subject of the present research, NYT,
employ immersive journalism in news production. Addressing the specific concern of
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fragmented audiences has brought immersive journalism to many news organisations
in an attempt to attract the youth demographic (Jones 2017: 2-3). Furthermore,
immersive journalism allows news organisations to provide more comprehensive
information to the public and bring recipients into the news story (Perez Seijo 2017:
13). VR can provide recipients more prominent interaction with the news by
deepening their knowledge of a certain event and of a different social reality (Biocca
& Levy 1995b: 143).
In terms of the current study, the VR stories fall into a category of ‘immersive
explanatory reports’ which provide an in-depth investigative report of a single news
story (Hardee & McMahan 2017: 12-13). The narratives of VR news stories can be
divided into two categories: ‘character-led’ and ‘reporter-led’ (Jones 2017: 9). In a
character-led story, the subjects tell the story with their own words, but pseudomonologue can be used as well. Pseudo-monologue conveys thoughts, feelings and
memories of the other, which are directed to the recipient via voice-over narration
(Nichols 1991: 54). In a reporter-led story, the journalists ‘show the story’ and guide
where the recipient should look (Jones 2017: 10). Images and narration are often
juxtaposed either to illustrate or act as counterpoints in the story and provide a
thorough understanding of the issue (Nichols 1991).
Location becomes the primary focus in the VR experience when recognition of
the location is emphasised over understanding the events occurring, which is a clear
distinction from traditional audiovisual narration (Tricart 2018). Spatial narrative
appears in VR stories in the way the footage surrounds the recipient in the virtual
environment to create a spatial sense of being inside the image and within the events
but still denying the recipient the ability to move freely to another sphere (Domínguez
2017: 6). Virtual environments can simulate only one space during a scene, and the
change occurs regardless of the recipient. Location is important in narrative and as part
of the story because it can tell the story or be the story itself (Tricart 2018: 95).
Immersive journalism uses audiovisual conventions, such as editing, when
transferring the recipient to another sphere which is important for the narrative.
Editing is also considered a downside in the VR’s narrative strategy because it
disengages the flow by moving the recipient to another spatiality (Sirkkunen et al.
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2016). However, narratives using the first-person point of view in gaming can
positively contribute to continuous engagement and allow a degree of freedom when
recipients can explore the sphere at their own pace (Doyle, Gelman & Gill 2016).
Events are often perceived from the first-person point of view in immersive
journalism (Whyte 2002: 41). Point of view sustains an access to a subjective
perceiving and, in some cases, feeling (Branigan 2012: 1). In audiovisual conventions,
the point-of-view shot provides a subjective aspect to the narration and creates an
understanding of the character’s perceptions and feelings, whereas the third-person
view increases the sense of objectivity (Bordwell & Thompson 2010; Nichols 1991:
196).
Even though the recipient’s position is dictated by the position of the camera,
different narrative strategies can occur. The narrative strategies are observation and
participation, which include either being oneself or acting as one of the characters in
the story (de la Peña et al. 2010: 292). When a VR story places the recipient in an
observatory role, the recipient follows the events occurring as ‘a fly on the wall’. The
recipient can also employ a participatory role as one of the characters in the story to
experience the events from another person’s perspective. The recipient’s notion of self
becomes prejudicial when he or she employs a position as a character and receives the
direct perspective of the other person (Bolter & Grusin 2001: 247). ‘Cognitive
perspective taking’ occurs when one utilises the character’s point of view and gains
access to the character’s perspectives (Busselle & Bilandzic 2009: 323). The narrative
agency does not have to give a specific role to recipients, and they can also participate
in the story as themselves. Both of these narrative agencies (observation and
participation) can also occur to give more than one perspective to the story (Tricart
2018: 98-99). When the recipient employs different roles within a VR story, it enables
him or her to engage more with the narrative (Jones 2017: 8).
Furthermore, Dolan and Perets (2015) distinguish four different dimensions of
narrative roles that a VR story can employ: active observation, passive observation,
active participation and passive participation. The degree of activeness can be
characterised by the level of interactivity in the story. The relationship between
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observatory and participatory roles is defined by the position of the recipient within
the virtual environment (Dolan & Perets 2015).
The egocentric perspective functions as the vantage point to the story, but it also
enables the recipient to connect with real-life events. When placed within the virtual
environment, which simulates a real-life atmosphere, it can increase engagement with
the others and the issue involved (Sánchez Laws 2017: 2). Sánchez Laws (2017)
argues that the egocentric perspective also reinforces a deep emotional response within
the VR story when the events either feel like they are happening to the recipients or
they co-experience them along with the subjects in the VR story (p. 2). When
occupying the position as one of the characters, the recipient acknowledges his or her
place as ‘only one among many’ and that he or she is immersed in the character’s
world (Nash 2017: 5).
The recipients are required to be active so that they will not miss anything
important taking place in the story. When the recipients focus their gaze in the
direction where there is something interesting to see, it is called ‘point of interest’
(POI) (Tricart 2018: 99). ‘Fear of missing out’ (FOMO) is caused by multiple stimuli
during the scene, and it can be used in the narration to create, for example stress
(Tricart 2018: 102). Immersive journalism gives great emphasis on audio because it
guides the recipient’s attention (Domínguez 2017: 7). When the events happen around
the recipient simultaneously, sound is used to direct the recipient’s attention to the
source. Furthermore, diegetic sound creates realism in the virtual environment, for
instance the way a water tap drips or a door squeaks when it opens.

2.3 Virtual reality in relation to reality
Because VR stories are extracted from real-life events and produced into immersive
VR experiences, it is essential to explore briefly the relationship between VR and
reality, including the ways the recipient can engage with the real-life event via VR
simulations.
Immersive journalism is considered a better method to engage the audience with
news events. de la Peña et al. (2010) argue that immersive journalism provides the
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most ‘faithful duplication of real events’ from all the media outlets that are currently
used in Western countries (p. 299). For de la Peña et al., immersive journalism
provides more information and a higher degree of involvement in comparison to twodimensional television screens, offering more authentic portrayal of the news events in
comparison with television or the Internet. Jones (2017) shares the idea by arguing that
immersive journalism ‘combines objectivity through experience’ by creating an
alternative way of storytelling in the current media sphere (p. 4).
Experience has been characterised as an important aspect in the media industry
when trying to engage the audience with media (de la Peña et al. 2010; Peck &
Malthouse 2010). Experience functions then as a powerful and influential device
because it emerges primarily within an individual and can impact the recipient’s
attitudes and behaviours (Dewey 1938). In addition, experience not only contributes to
understanding a new phenomenon but also refines already learnt qualities to enhance
the learning process (Dewey 1938).
Nash (2017) associates a moral risk with VR because it occurs more often as a
simulation than a representation (p. 11). Simulation can distract the engagement of the
real-life event when the recipient focuses more on the experience itself rather than on
the subject of the story. In Baudrillard’s (1983) view, simulation occurs instead of
representation when the representation ‘starts from the principle that the sign and the
real are equivalent’ (p. 11); however, simulation is a process of accommodating the
message and its meaning (Baudrillard 2006: 80-1). In that sense, filming with a 360degree camera, editing the footage and designing the virtual environment generates
‘simulacra’ through VR technology. When using the term simulacra, Baudrillard
(1983) describes a copy that does not necessarily have an original. The copy exists on
its own terms, and there are no distinctions between reality and the mediated image.
On the other hand, Silverstone (2007) argues that the media provide a ‘second order
paramount reality’ or ‘the mediapolis’, as he calls it, which does not aim to replace the
real-life experiences but intervene and interact with them (p.110).
Immersive journalism allows the recipient certain freedoms, even though the
designers control the content of the VR environment (Biocca & Levy 1995b: 134). A
form of interactivity and interesting media content function as distinctive criteria when
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forming engagement to real-life events (O’Brien 2016: 4). Jones goes even further by
stating that immersive journalism gives freedom to the audience and ‘autonomy in
their own news story’ (2017: 12). Recipients could form their own perceptions and
judgements about the issues based on what has been experienced in the VR
environment, and they can control, to some extent, the way they receive information of
a certain event. Through reflection of these experiences to real-life events, the
recipient can gain more complex understanding of the phenomena.
Various aspects can contribute to forming engagement a news story.
Engagement to a story is influenced by narrative understanding, attentional focus,
emotional engagement and narrative presence (Busselle & Bilandzic 2009).
Perspective can be gained by adopting a character’s point of view, which can also
affect emotional responses. Attentional focus defines the engagement that the
individual has invested in within an experience (Busselle & Bilandzic 2009: 331).
Narrative presence, on the other hand, can be characterised similar to immersion in
traditional media—that is the sense of being absorbed within the story. However, the
narrative focus can also impact engagement since ‘event-oriented’ and ‘personally
driven stories’ are traditionally considered more engaging than ‘issue-oriented stories’,
which provide more in-depth accounts of phenomena (Willis 2003: 40).
However, the complex nature of immersive journalism has evoked discussion in
relation to traditional journalism. The purpose of journalism is regarded as providing
citizens ‘information they need to know about the world’ (Kovach & Rosenstiel 2014).
The initial assumption is that VR technology could endanger journalistic credibility by
rejecting objectivity and being biased (Biocca & Levy 1995c: 142). de la Peña et al.
argue that immersive journalism does not aim to ‘present the facts’ but instead aims to
provide an ‘opportunity to experience the facts’ (2010: 299). de la Peña et al.’s
suggestion emphasises the equality between the media form and the media content as
well as the importance of the interpretation and experience of an individual.
Using the immersive quality of VR along with journalistic practices can offer a
much more reliable account of real life than traditional media ever could (de la Peña et
al. 2010: 299). de la Peña et al. accept the selection process in their distinction
between the virtually mediated environment and reality when employing immersive
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journalism. They argue that media content performs as ‘a sampling of the physical
world’ and can convey false information whether deliberate or not (2010: 299). They
accept the possibility of false representation of reality, but they emphasise the notion
of depicting moments of real life.
The recipient’s engagement towards viewing human suffering can be intensified
if he or she acknowledges that the media content is real (Boltanski 1999: 21). de la
Peña (2015) argues that VR inspires individuals to engage with the stories, care about
the issue or others and make a difference. Although footage from the real world makes
the virtual world more realistic, designers can manipulate the footage to make the realworld information appear in ‘unnatural ways’ (Sherman & Craig 2003:110). The
information can be taken out of context or be misrepresented, which alters the original
message to something different. However, editing itself can be regarded as
manipulation of the footage. Domínguez (2017) emphasises that it is especially
important to include original material, which is captured during the time and in the
specific location when the reported event took place, in order to give a truthful view
(p. 7). Biocca and Levy (1995c) are also concerned that the medium can be used for
manipulation, casting a doubt on the authenticity of VR stories as news evidence (p.
142-144). Biases and possible falsity of audiovisual VR stories are not easily apparent
for detection, but they lie within the structures of computer-generated ‘illusion’.
Presence is required when engaging the recipient in a news story and virtual
environment. The aim for immersive journalism and the VR medium is the perfect
immersion, where the ‘boundaries between the recipient and the virtual world would
seem nonexistent’ (Sherman & Craig 2003: 51). In that sense, the dichotomy of the
real empirical world and the virtual world appears to vanish, enabling the recipient to
experience the events as if being in the location with the others. The recipients are
aware that the virtual environment is artificially constructed and not real, but they
deliberately ignore the fact in order to be immersed in the virtual environment (Zhao
2003: 142). A high level of presence contributes to experiencing the simulation of
events and achieving a feeling of ‘being there’ in the virtual world.
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2.4 Presence in immersive journalism

2.4.1 Presence as a subjective experience
Presence can be described as a feeling of ‘being there’ but also being alert and
responsive to the environment (IJsselsteijn & Riva 2003: 5). Waterworth et al. (2015)
argue that ‘presence must be tied to the present, to the here and now’ (p. 37), which
refers to a notion of a perceived moment in time.
Presence has been one of the most discussed aspects in the VR field because it
forms the core of all mediated experiences (Lee 2004; IJsselsteijn & Riva 2003;
Lombard & Ditton 1997). The concept of presence originates from a philosophical
strand of phenomenology (Heidegger 1962) and the theoretical conceptualisation of
perception. Gibson (1979) contributed to the study of perception by developing the
theory of affordances, in which he suggested that values and meanings could be
directly perceived from the environment (p. 127).
In the early 1990s, discussion began on the causes and effects of presence on the
media recipient and how the experience could be measured (IJsselsteijn & Riva 2003:
5). The initial focus was on improving technology in order to provide the user
experience but also gain insights on how to benefit from it (McRoberts 2017: 3).
Presence in the virtual environment can be characterised as subjective (Lombard
& Jones 2015: 19). When experiencing ‘a subjective experience of being there’ in a
certain event, the recipient’s mind ‘apprehends and perceives the body senses and
experiences the external world around’ (McRoberts 2017: 4). Even though recipients
are immersed in the virtual environment and feel sensations in that particular
environment, they remain aware of the real actual world around them.
The subjective nature of presence means the experience is unique to everyone.
According to IJsselsteijn and Riva (2003), user characteristics, such as the
background, state of mind, personal preferences and personality, influence the
experience and are unintentionally brought with the recipient (p. 6). Slater also
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considers that as a psychological function, the level of presence can differ for each
recipient (2003: 2).
In addition to presence being a subjective experience, the different domains of
experience, based on the quality of interaction, can be categorised as self-presence,
physical or environmental presence and social presence. Self-presence refers to what
extent the recipients feel they are in a virtual environment (Heeter 1992). Recipients
‘know’ they are in the virtual environment because the images and sounds respond to
their head movements, simulating real-life behaviour. In addition, self-presence
involves experience and expectations; the more the recipient becomes familiar with the
virtual environment (and VR technology in general), the higher the expectations can
be, resulting in specific levels of presence (Heeter 1992).
Lombard and Ditton (1997) suggest that the most basic characterisation of
physical presence is ‘the sense of being physically located’ in a virtual environment.
Physical presence can also relate to ‘the experience of physical objects’, such as
‘entities and/or environments’, which subjective qualities of perception, such as
imagination, can support (Lee 2004: 39). The recipient is not necessarily able to
physically touch the objects, but the physical presence provides cues to the
environment. Environmental presence relates to the way the environment’s usage can
contribute to the recipient’s existence in the virtual environment (Heeter 1992). The
feeling of environmental presence is stronger when the recipient input is responsive
(Lee 2004: 42).
Social presence is ‘the feeling of being together with someone’ (Lombard &
Ditton 1997). In Heeter’s (1992) definition, social presence occurs only in interaction
with other human beings or non-humans in the virtual environment. When the virtual
environment involves characters interacting with the recipient, it provides evidence of
the existence of the virtual environment itself (Heeter 1992). IJesselsteijn and Riva
(2003) argue also that social presence requires direct communication with other
individuals. They distinguish ‘co-presence’ which combines aspects of both physical
presence and social presence, as sharing a space with someone else (IJesselsteijn &
Riva 2003: 7). When the recipient is located in the virtual environment, the subject is
required to react naturally to the recipient in order for social presence to occur.
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However, social presence does not necessarily require direct interaction with a person
when the criteria can extend to non-humans, such as artificially designed
subjects/objects (Lee 2004: 45; Biocca 1997).
Even though technology provides the source of the experience, recipients may
be temporarily less aware of it when they are immersed in the virtual environment.
According to Hardee and McMahan (2017), presence is a result of ‘place illusion and
plausibility’ (p. 5). They explain that place illusion creates the feeling of embodied
transformation from the real world to the virtual world. Plausibility illusion generates
the assumption that the events experienced in the virtual environment are happening,
even though the recipient acknowledges that they are not. de la Peña et al. (2010)
argue that when place illusion can be seen as ‘a static property of experience’,
plausibility illusion focuses more on the ways in which the events are depicted (p.
294). Hence, plausibility illusion affects the quality of the experience.
When both place illusion and plausibility illusion occur simultaneously, the
recipients are able to respond to the events realistically and feel as if the events are
happening directly and subjectively to them (Slater 2009: 3554). The relationship
between the surroundings and the recipient can also affect the plausibility illusion due
to the credibility of the events, how the surroundings respond to the recipient and vice
versa, as well as whether the events occurring are personally relatable (de la Peña et al.
2010: 294).

2.4.2 Sense of presence: The media form and the media content
The relationship between the media form and the media content becomes essential
when exploring the sense of presence in VR. McRoberts (2017) argues that sense of
presence becomes more important in relation to non-fiction VR because the purpose is
very different from other VR applications, such as video games in the gaming industry
(p. 14). Scholars continue to debate and are divided regarding whether the media form
or the media content is more crucial to the sense of presence.
Presence can be characterised based on the form rather than the content (Slater
2003). According to Slater, presence is the form because ‘the unification of simulated
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sensory data and perceptual processing produces a coherent place’ that recipients are
in, enabling them to take certain levels of action’ (2003: 5). For Slater, the media
content has little impact on the sense of presence because VR systems can evoke high
degrees of presence while the content can appear uninteresting. However, emotions in
VR can be understood as the content of the experience (Slater 2003: 4). Essential to
the experience is that the virtual environment is perceived and the ‘physical perception
of the virtual world’ is understood just as the computer displays it (Sherman & Craig
2003: 115). The media form then orchestrates the sense of presence in the virtual
environment with the help of technology. The media form determines whether the
information is acknowledged internally or externally, and it also contributes to
presence to the extent that the recipient feels the world around or in the mind
(Waterworth et al. 2015: 40). However, Waterworth et al. (2015) admit that presence
is not only a matter of media form because interesting and engaging content can
contribute to a higher degree of presence (p. 40). Lombard and Ditton (1997) also
acknowledge the relationship between media content and media form, for instance in
terms of social realism; when the recipient receives plausible stimuli from the
computer, the virtual entity is more likely to be perceived as a social entity rather than
a medium.
In addition to immersion, McRoberts (2017) introduces three other ‘media
content variables’ that influence the sense of presence in immersive journalism:
interactivity, positionality of the recipient and narrative agency (p. 5-14). In
McRoberts’ distinction, interactivity refers to the ability to mimic real-world
functions, and positionality refers to the way the recipient is positioned in connection
with the spatial narrative (2017: 8-12). The recipient is bound to the first-person point
of view and where the camera is located at that particular time. Narrative agency, on
the other hand, refers to the ability of the recipient to ‘co-construct’ reality where the
recipient poses some degree of control over the sequences (McRoberts 2017: 12).
The sense of presence is emphasised when the media content is non-fiction and
‘perceptually realistic’ (Ijsselsteijn & Riva 2003). Perceptual realism is characterised
as the way real life and the virtual world resemble each other (Zhao 2003: 142). The
simulated environment resembles the actual real-life environment to the extent that it
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appears like the real-life environment. Lombard and Ditton (1997) distinguish two
different realisms: social realism and perceptual realism. Social realism refers to media
representation, which can be plausible to the real-life events; perceptual realism refers
to how accurately events, objects or people are depicted, and it can also include social
realism. The degree of social realism and perceptual realism can then vary depending
on the content; when depicting imagined objects, such as fictional characters, the
content does not necessarily have to look photorealistic in order to be perceptually
realistic (Prince 1996). To some extent, it can be then argued that 3D-modelled
experiences can impact the recipient similar way than non-fiction VR experiences (de
la Peña et al. 2010: 299).
Media content can also influence on a sense of presence if it is personally
appealing or evokes emotions. By affecting whether the events are personally relatable
to the recipient, the media content can create a stronger sense of presence (de la Peña
et al. 2010: 294). In addition, media contents are often found emotionally engaging
when they ‘both trigger and maintain the interest of the viewers’ (Pantti 2010: 177). If
the subject tells the story in immersive journalism, it can bring more value and
authenticity for the experience, creating a feeling that the recipient is directly
addressed by the other and contributing then to engagement (Jones 2017: 10).

2.4.3 Presence, engagement and emotion
Engagement can lead to feeling a sense of presence in a virtual world and also
contribute to evoking emotions. Empathy and presence are intertwining concepts due
to the emotional qualities attached to the experience when ‘projecting self’ in either
the virtual environment or in another person’s shoes (Nicovich, Boller & Cornwell
2005; Schutte & Stilinović 2017: 709).
The emotional discourse is essential when emotions function as a central
narrative device for engaging the audience with news stories (Pantti 2010: 177). The
sense of presence has also been regarded as the core dimension in creating emotional
engagement spatially to the other as well as the overall story (Sirkkunen et al. 2016:
28). Although emotion in news has been considered as entertainment in the past and
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been accused of ‘sensationalism’ in comparison to objectivity and ‘quality
journalism’, the culture has influenced and increased the emotionality of the news
(Pantti 2010).
Emotional engagement in VR involves three different levels according to Ryan
(2015): subjective reaction, ‘the emotions felt for oneself’ and empathy (p.108).
Subjective reaction describes personal preferences; that is an individual likes or
dislikes something. Emotions are often temporal but can be characterised as direct and
intense with a clear discursive connection to the subject (Konijn 2008). Hence, the
recipient can feel fear or joy, for example. Empathy, on the other hand, can be
characterised as feelings for others. Affective and cognitive dimensions of empathy
enable the recipient to relate to another person’s situation and understand that person’s
perspective as well as engage in an emotional level with the situation (Batchelder,
Brosnan & Ashwin 2017; Davis 1983). Therefore, empathy has been considered ‘an
imaginative process’ when it occurs in an individual either imagining how one may
feel in a certain situation or what it would be like to be in another person’s
circumstances (McRoberts 2017: 10). McRoberts suggests that VR has the potential to
employ all levels of emotional engagement (2017: 9).
Empathy has been in the centre of the discussion relating to immersive
journalism from the beginning because the goals of VR stories have been first to
increase empathic responses to news stories and second to position the recipient into
another social reality (Jones 2017; Sánchez Laws 2017: 3). ‘Duality of presence’ in
VR allows feelings of empathy to be evoked (de la Peña 2015). By so doing, the
recipient can feel like being in two different locations simultaneously, i.e. in the real
world and in the virtual world. de la Peña et al. (2010) distinguish that ‘transformation
of self’ most importantly fosters emotional engagement in a VR story (p. 298). Milk
(2015) argues that the power of VR lies in the notion that it can change minds through
empathy, resulting in humans becoming more connected. He says that his attempt was
to create ‘the ultimate empathy machine’, and VR offered an opportunity to do so,
whereas the former media (e.g. cinema and television) provided only a ‘window’ to
other worlds (Milk 2015). However, a general understanding of journalism is that
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emotional discourse should only be implemented to increase overall understanding of
the news story and not for the story’s sake (Pantti 2010).
VR benefits from audiovisual narratives which invest in audience engagement.
Emotional discourse in audiovisual conventions has aimed to achieve a logical and
emotional flow and varying levels of intensity, which contribute to engagement of the
viewer (Rosenthal 2002). According to Pantti (2010), emotion ‘guides’ the ways the
recipient views the news and receives an overall understanding of the events (p. 176).
Hence, emotional media content can increase understanding of a certain event.
According to Biocca and Levy (1995b), the more controlled the VR environment is,
the more emotionally the recipient is engaged with the narrative experience, restricting
the possibility of being distracted (p. 134). In addition to the emotional media content,
emotional mood music has also traditionally fostered emotional impact by deepening
the tone in viewed images (Corner 2003: 99; Nichols 1991).
The potential of VR lies in facilitating proximity and distance, which can foster
empathy and lead to moral responsibility (Frosh 2006). McRoberts suggests that VR
can evoke empathic engagement towards those who are facing challenges in their lives
and therefore can lead to a personal or even social change (2017: 2). However, when
the recipient experiences the events occurring alongside other characters, the ‘feelings
of presence are intensified’ because the close proximity to the events blurs the
emotional engagement between empathy for others and emotions felt for himself or
herself (McRoberts 2017: 10).

2.5 Immersive witnessing
VR can be seen as a valuable medium to engage recipients with ‘witnessing text’,
which not only translates the witness’s ‘experiences to discourse’ (Frosh 2006: 274)
but also potentially allows the recipients to experience the events themselves and form
their own opinions of the events. It is important to explore witnessing from both the
recipient’s and the news organisation’s perspectives in order to receive an overall
understanding of the field.
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The concept of presence fosters a unique engagement to news stories when the
recipient feels like ‘being there’ in the virtual world witnessing the events as earlier
discussed. Immersive witnessing can be defined as an ability to simulate a ‘subjective
experience of the other’ (Nash 2017: 2). It functions primarily as ‘a sensory
experience’, in which the witness perceives the event through senses, but it is also a
‘discursive act of stating one’s experience’ (Peters 2001: 709). Witnessing as a
sensory experience occurs by constantly perceiving the environment in daily life,
although most of the information is irrelevant and then forgotten. On the other hand,
discursive witnessing performs an act of social responsibility when the witness
recounts the events to recipients so they can then make their own judgements. In terms
of witnessing, VR provides both ‘sensory evidence’ and ‘social involvement’, which
the earlier audiovisual technology had not been able to achieve (Ellis 2002: 11).
Immersive witnessing is characterised as active witnessing when the recipient
employs ‘a privileged position’ because the understanding of the event is constructed
(Ellis 2011: 78). Imaginative transportation, the idea of as if – how would it be like in
another social reality –, stipulates the recipients to divide themselves into two
dimensions: themselves and the distant other (Frosh 2006: 273). Especially in VR
stories, the recipient is often positioned in the virtual environment as if witnessing a
situation or observing a witness accounting an incident. Waterworth et al. (2015)
suggest that VR can evoke ‘perceptual processes’ that are similar to those an
individual would experience in the real world, suggesting that witnessing could occur,
to some extent, in the virtual environment somewhat like it does in real life (p. 40).
However, media audiences are often given the testimony of a witness rather than
witnessing the actual event (Frosh & Pinchevski 2011a). The notion applies to
immersive journalism as well because the recipient becomes familiar with the witness
by encountering his or her story. By so doing, the recipient employs a position in a VR
story where one can draw conclusions based on witnessed events (Nash 2017: 2).
The media industry has been seen shifting to ‘ordinary voices’ (Pantti et al.
2012) and ‘ordinary witnessing’ (Chouliaraki 2010) in recent years. The humane
discourse often depicts witnesses as personally identifiable, delivering either their
experience or/and information to the recipient (Frosh 2006: 278). The subject
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accounting experiences can personally direct the message to the recipient and to no
one in particular at the same time (Warner 2002). The sense of presence creates an
interpersonal connection between the recipient and the distant other, emphasising the
personal encounter. Individual witnesses become beneficial when ‘re-creating the
impression of the event and its effects on the immediate surrounding’ (Ashuri &
Pinchevski 2011: 140).
Immersive witnessing carries a moral demand for responsibility when seeing the
suffering of the distant other. The ‘politics of pity’, underpinned by political discourse,
media representation and the nature of the response, dictates which conflicts receive a
response from the audience (Boltanski 1999). Pity functions as a symbolic act when
the distant sufferers engage the recipient with a variety of emotional discourses
(Chouliaraki 2006: 19). Chouliaraki (2006) argues that ‘The topics of empathy,
denunciation and aesthetic contemplation are key discursive devices in the construal of
suffering as suffering because each topic entails . . . an emotional proposal for the
spectator to reach towards’ the distant other (p. 42). By so doing, footage depicting a
conflict can include an interview of the distant other in order to increase the recipient’s
proximity to distant suffering.
Furthermore, immersive witnessing draws attention to ideas of distance and
proximity. Peters argues that ‘Distance is a ground of distrust and doubt’ (2011: 34),
meaning that remoteness of the witnessed location can carry epistemological
implications. Ashuri and Pinchevski (2011) also distinguish distance and proximity as
key variables (p. 141). The concept of ‘proper distance’ refers to obtaining enough
understanding of the situation and the other people to engage with the issue and the
subjects involved (Silverstone 2004: 444). When located in the heart of an incident,
the experience can provide ‘a more truthful’ account of the issues and lead to empathy
towards those who are suffering (Willis 2003: 21).
Close proximity to the other can create feelings of care and responsibility
(Silverstone 1999: 137), but VR can also bring the recipient too close to the others.
Subjective perception and proximity to the witnessing event can result in an
‘annihilation of perspective’ when one is too close to receive a broad understanding of
the situation (Ashuri & Pinchevski 2011: 140). Distance can be compromised when
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VR emphasises the notion of proximity in the core of experience without necessarily
providing sufficient knowledge (Morley 2000).
Silverstone (2007) suggests that ‘proper distance requires context as well as
imagination’ (p.121). The closeness to the other or an issue can reinforce the inability
to see the bigger picture. The recipient does not have to experience the same things as
the distant other, but imagining the other’s suffering can provide sufficient knowledge:
‘The mediation of the imagination . . . supports the moral and social edifice without
recourse to communal identification’ (Boltanski 1999: 38).
For Nash (2017), VR employs a risk to improper distance when it invites the
recipient to focus and project himself or herself instead of the other. The recipients
then employ a dual position where they are required to engage with the other but also
explore the virtual environment they have been imaginatively transported to. The
fundamental idea is to experience the world like the distant other, separating the
recipient’s self from ‘the others and from the world’ (Bolter & Grusin 2001: 251). In
order for a VR experience to function as a witnessing text, the recipient must employ
forms of ‘imaginative engagement with other worlds’ (Nash 2017: 11). However,
Silverstone (2007) argues that close proximity of distant suffering can also lead to
voyeurism, or pleasure in seeing the other person’s suffering. Binary opposition
between reality and entertainment can become indistinct, which can lead to ‘an overproximity of all things’ (Baudrillard 1988: 27).
The role of the journalist in immersive journalism requires exploration because
VR relies on experience. If included in the story, journalists have been traditionally
seen as witnesses observing the events (Tumber 2013: 61). Jones (2017) found that
VR stories involving a journalist maintained coherence in the story and increased
authenticity (p. 10-11). The presence of a journalist enables the recipient to identify
with a familiar character and navigate within the virtual world, but it also provides an
assurance of the story and its news value. Moreover, the presence of the journalist
creates a sense of ‘comfort and credibility’ when he or she is identified within the
story (Jones 2017: 10). When the journalist becomes a witness to a traumatic event, it
can support the audience in recognising the human distress of those who are affected
by the conflict (Pantti, Wahl-Jurgensen & Cottle 2012). The journalist becomes a
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trustworthy interpreter, who makes sense of the events but remains professional to
ensure credibility.
The journalist’s involvement can also reduce engagement in the particular issue.
In terms of conflict reporting, the journalists tend to lead the viewers towards
predetermined emotional responses that are acceptable for the given circumstances
(Pantti et al. 2012: 75). In VR stories, the journalist can become ‘a barrier’ between
the recipient and the other when interfering in the narrative (Jones 2017: 11). In
comparison to the involvement of journalists, character-led stories were also
discovered to be more engaging and to allow more freedom in the virtual environment
(Jones 2017: 10-11). However, the involvement of the journalist on the scene can be
worthwhile in instances when ‘new and exclusive information’ is introduced (Ashuri
& Pinchevski 2011: 139-40). When a journalist is involved physically or through a
voice-over commentary, it can employ ‘the forensic attitude’ (Frosh & Pinchevski
2011a: 14), aiming to give a thorough but impartial overview of the events.

2.6 Summary
The literature review presented a theoretical framework underpinning the notion of
immersive journalism by exploring its emergence in terms of technological
development and in relation to conventions of audiovisual media, from whence it
borrows narrative strategies. Immersive journalism can ideally establish a connection
between the recipient and the other, when VR stories simulate real-life events or
encounters more prominently than earlier audiovisual media. However, simulation
holds concerns in terms of journalism ethics.
Presence is the fundamental aspect in achieving the sense of ‘being there’ in the
scene, and it reinforces the overall VR experience. Media content, media form and
emotional engagement are all considered contributors to the sense of presence in the
virtual environment.
Furthermore, VR provides a unique platform for immersive witnessing, which
aims to place the recipient in the heart of the story to experience rather than view the
events. By so doing, it can imaginatively transport the recipient in close proximity to
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the other, which can result in an improper distance. Nevertheless, a journalist’s
involvement in a VR story is complex because it can provide credibility but also
reduce engagement to the other.
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3 Methodology
This chapter explains how the research method was selected and the overall research
conducted. The methodology chapter concentrates first on the rationale for qualitative
research design, its suitability for the study and the selection of close reading as the
primary method. The chapter continues to describe the data and to define the decision
to concentrate on conflict VR stories. Thereafter, data collection procedures are
presented as well as data analysis. Lastly, the chapter provides the ethical
considerations of the study.

3.1 Rationale for qualitative research design
The qualitative research for this study aimed at critically exploring VR and the
engagement of conflict news stories in the NYT VR application. The qualitative
research design produces ‘descriptive data’ that provides a way to approach the
empirical world rather than ‘a set of data-gathering techniques’ (Taylor, Bogdan &
Devault 2015: 17). The inductive approach often characterises qualitative research
when the researcher develops an understanding from the data and then applies
relevant concepts and theories to it (Saldaña 2011: 93).
Denzin and Lincoln (2000) argue that qualitative research employs an
interpretive and naturalistic approach (p. 3), which means that the researcher is
situated in the world to make sense of a certain phenomenon. By so doing, qualitative
research is often conducted in the natural setting where the phenomenon occurs, and
the researcher is required to extract the essence of the phenomenon into a set of
interpretive material conducts. The aim of the qualitative researcher is to explore the
essence of the study’s object by collecting and interpreting the data and then drawing
conclusions, thereby acting as an ‘instrument of data collection’ (Johanson &
Christensen 2008: 36).
The strength of qualitative research lies in providing a comprehensive
understanding of the researched phenomenon. Along with revealing possible issues,
qualitative research may provide explanations of how or why those issues occur
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(Gilliam 2000: 10). Although it concentrates on finding explanations, qualitative
research acknowledges that there are no single or absolute truths (Denzin & Lincoln
2000: 19). Even though the qualitative approach involves interpretation, description
and inference, they all are essential aspects in academic research because facts often
need to be interpreted (Gilliam 2000: 10). Miles and Haberman (1984) argue that
qualitative data provides insightful information that can lead to findings beyond
perceptions and frameworks, revealing more information than quantitative data (p.
15).
The qualitative research design was chosen as most suitable for the current
study for four reasons. First, this study explores engagement to conflict news in the
NYT VR application and how the news events are simulated. The study aimed for a
general understanding of the phenomenon, but it accepted that the findings cannot be
generalized across all the news organizations’ using VR applications, and the results
do not indicate the absolute truth. Second, the understanding of conflict reporting in
the NYT VR application is gained from the data. To achieve such an understanding,
underlying concepts and issues must be interpreted before mapping them in the
theoretical perspective. Third, the research was conducted in a natural setting where
the author of this study acted as an observer of the chosen VR stories involving
conflicts. Fourth, critical exploration of engagement to real-life events in immersive
journalism cannot be measured but rather described and interpreted because the
research question indicates how a certain phenomenon occurs.

3.2 Rationale for close reading
The close reading method was the most prominent within the qualitative research
field to study the means in which VR aims to enhance engagement to news events.
Close reading is a systematic activity of analysing audiovisual material in terms of
‘its constituent formal elements’, such as narrative and style (Kuhn & Westwell 2012:
425). Bordwell and Thompson describe narrative as ‘a chain of events linked by
cause and effect and occurring in time and space’ (2010: 79). Narrative composes the
events or scenes together to create a story. Style refers to established sets of film-

31

making techniques, such as mise en scène, cinematography, editing and sound, which
interact to create ‘another formal system’ or audiovisual piece (Bordwell &
Thompson 2010: 312).
The method of close reading has established itself across audiovisual study and
is considered the ‘preferred method’ when analysing form and content (Kuhn &
Westwell 2012: 425). Lehman describes close reading as a critical activity that is
‘well served by careful attention to textual features’ (1990: 3-4). The researcher is
required to pay attention to all dimensions of the text as carefully and critically as
possible. Even though VR is three-dimensional compared to traditional twodimensional media, close reading offers a way to read any audiovisual form and
content thoroughly.
Close reading was conducted across the data set focusing on formal elements in
both form and content. The study employed a similar attitude towards defining ‘form’
as Bordwell and Thompson (2010) by considering ‘the overall systems of relations
that we can perceive among the elements’ (p.57) in the overall audiovisual entity. The
form and content cannot be divided into two opposite dimensions, but they both
complement each other, and form initially guides how the content is perceived. The
form also initially creates meanings, which enables the recipient to perceive
knowledge, and it can suggest new ways of feeling or thinking (Bordewell &
Thompson 2010: 58). Fully analysing both the form and content of VR stories
requires a wide understanding of social context as well as knowledge of ‘visual
technologies’ and ‘representational cultures over time and space’ (Pauwels 2011: 614).

3.3 NYT VR and conflict stories
NYT was chosen as the news organisation to study for two reasons: it was a pioneer
in producing VR stories (introducing the NYT VR application in 2015), and it
provided the largest selection of VR stories. The idea of employing VR in journalism
seemed an interesting research topic because very little research existed in the field of
immersive journalism, even though VR is becoming increasingly available in many
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areas of life. The decision to concentrate specifically on conflict news stories was
made when considering whether experiencing conflicts provide different kinds of
understanding of the news events than the traditional journalism offers and what
constraints it may include.
The preliminary literature review guided the study towards the notion of
engagement and the ways in which VR could mediate a stronger sense of presence
and connection with the distant other. The following research question was
formulated:
How do the NYT VR stories enhance engagement with conflict reporting?
The focus of the study was to explore the characteristics and constraints of
NYT VR stories in reporting actual events involving a conflict. Particular interest was
given to the notion of presence and the way media form and media content produce
engagement to real-life news events. Many examples of previous research have
focused on exploring different dimensions of VR to focus groups, such as presence
(McRoberts 2017), empathy (de la Peña et al. 2010) or narrative strategies (Jones
2017). The present study is interested in exploring the qualities involved in using VR
to create engagement.
The research data consisted of NYT VR stories involving a conflict. In this
study, conflict refers to wars, political conflicts and other disputes—national or
international. The primary characterisation of conflict directly addressed distant
suffering: the distant others who are directly influenced by a conflict whether violent
or nonviolent. The discourse of conflict was expanded to a wider context; that is the
conflict may not be active, but it hinges on an overarching theme in the VR story.
Exploring conflict in relation to VR was essential because the sense of presence
could potentially change the way distant suffering is understood. VR ultimately
promises that recipients can ‘experience the facts’ (de la Peña et al. 2010), but what
does it mean in terms of conflict reporting? VR has the potential to increase
engagement through empathy (de la Peña et al. 2010; McRoberts 2017; Sánchez
Laws 2017), and exploring how this happens is crucial.
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When discussing of engagement to conflict news stories, it is important to
include ethical dimension since journalism ethics guide the practices in the field
(Ward 2015). Even though the main interest of the study was to explore engagement
in NYT VR stories, it also included notions of ethical discussion. The role of ethics is
emphasised in VR, when it creates engagement via all-encompassing experience of a
phenomenon rather than allowing the recipient to view it. Furthermore, immersive
journalism descends from the audiovisual media in the way it considers selection and
organisation of the material, as well as the way the story is composed (Nichols 1991).
Therefore it is crucial to take into consideration the earlier implications of audiovisual
practices, when immersive journalism continues the traditions in VR stories.

3.4 The research data
All VR stories were either filmed with a 360-degree camera or computer designed,
and they were available to view on a smartphone. The rationale for choosing both
designs of VR stories was to determine whether the design impacts the overall
engagement of the conflict. The NYT VR application is available to download in the
App Store for iOS smartphones (requires iOS 9.0 or later) (iTunes 2018) and in
Google Play for Android smartphones (requires version 5.0 or newer) (Google Play
2018). Also, the news stories can be experienced on the Gear VR website with the
Samsung Gear VR headset (version 1.0.8) (Oculus 2018).

Fig. 3.1 The equipment

Fig. 3.2 Experiencing VR stories

To experience the VR stories as NYT intended, the data was collected using iPhone
SE (version 11.1.2), the NYT VR application, Google Cardboard and headphones
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(fig. 3.1 and fig. 3.2). Google Cardboard VR glasses are specifically designed for
commercial use for VR experiences with the application. These VR glasses are made
of cardboard as the name suggests and are similar to those sent to the NYT
subscribers during the application launch.
The NYT VR stories were analysed between January and February of 2018.
Eight of the VR stories fulfilled the criteria at the time of the study and were selected
as study data (table 3.1).
Table 3.1 Studied VR stories
Title

Date

Duration

Production

We Who Remain

13th March 2017

15:00

NYT with ARTE and AJ+,
(Nonny de la Peña as
executive producer)

My Trip to the DMZ

17th February 2017

7:19

NYT

10 Shots Across the Border/
10 disparos a través de la
frontera

4th March 2016

7:45

NYT and RYOT

Indefinite

19th December 2016

14:48

NYT and VR CITY

The Fight for Fallujah

16th December 2016

11:08

NYT

The Displaced

24th March 2015

11:12

NYT (Chris Milk as
creative director)

Waves of Grace

1st September 2015

9:54

Gabo Arora and Chris Milk
in collaboration with
United Nations and Vice
News

Kiya

2015

7:12

Emblematic Group and Al
Jazeera America in
collaboration with
TEDWomen (written,
directed and produced by
Nonny de la Peña)

The NYT VR application does not provide the release dates of each VR story.
However, the stories are also published online on the NYT’s video service (Times
Video 2018), and the information was collected from the website. The release dates
for Waves of Grace and Kiya were found on the Sundance Film Festival site
(Sundance Institute 2018a, 2018b).
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Following are the selected VR stories under study:
1. We Who Remain. Civil war divides Sudan despite the country gaining its
independence in 2011. This VR story gives voice to four individuals who are
living in the middle of the war: a mother named Hannan Osman Kajo, a rebel
commander named Al-Bagir Ibrahim Hamdan, a student named Jordania Jamal
Abdal-Raheem and a journalist named Musa John.
2. My Trip to the DMZ. Graphic designer Christopher Niemann visited the
demilitarized zone (DMZ), that is the no-man’s land and border between South
Korea and North Korea. Photographing the area is not allowed, so Niemann
decided to draw his visit in a notebook. NYT created a VR experience using still
images of Niemann’s sketches.
3. 10 Shots Across the Border/10 disparos a través de la frontera. This video tells
the story of a Mexican youth, José Antonio, who was shot dead by a U.S. border
agent through a border fence. The video is available in both English and Spanish
voice-over narration.
4. Indefinite. Asylum seekers are forced to stay in a detention centre in the United
Kingdom when applying for asylum. Individuals tell their own experiences of
detention centres and the ‘indefinite’ detention.
5. The Fight for Fallujah. American video journalist Ben C. Solomon is embedded
with Iraqi forces that are fighting against ISIS to regain the city of Fallujah. The
VR story follows the soldiers and covers both the aftermath of the destruction
and visits in a refugee camp.
6. The Displaced. This VR experience tells the story of three children who are
victims of war: Oleg from Ukraine, Chuol from Sudan and Hana from Syria.
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7. Waves of Grace. Ebola survivor Decontee Davis tells about her experiences and
how the country of Liberia is recovering from the disease. The VR story was
originally ‘screened’ at the Sundance Film Festival.
8. Kiya is a re-enactment of domestic violence leading to a murder-suicide. This
animated VR experience is constructed by using an authentic emergency call,
witness testimonies and police reports. The VR story premiered at the Sundance
Film Festival.

3.5 Data analysis
In terms of data analysis, qualitative research does not have formalised or standard
data analysing procedures (Saldaña 2011). As mentioned, close reading was used to
draw comprehensive information across the entire data set. The two levels of
immersion—narrative and psychological dimensions, as defined by McMahan
(2003)—were used as the basis for analysis. When immersing the recipient into a
virtual environment that aims to simulate real-life news events, the two levels
(narrative and psychological) generate a third level, influence of real life, which
interacts with the former levels (fig. 3.3). Therefore, the levels interacting with each
other can engage the recipient with real-life events.

Fig. 3.3 Immersion in VR stories
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The relationships among the different levels of immersion and their interaction
in VR stories serve as the framework for the analysis. The levels were used as guides
when defining the categories that helped to answer the research question. Generating
categories is also common when analysing audiovisual material to achieve a clear
vision of the studied unit and all related elements (Boggs 1978: 12).
The narrative and psychological levels were analysed for both form and
content. The analysis of the form of VR stories focused on the style and filming
techniques, such as cinematography (e.g. angles, distance and framing), editing,
sound (both diegetic and non-diegetic) and temporal and spatial dimensions. The
analysis of content, on the other hand, concentrated on the subject of the VR story
and what is depicted, such as characters, mise en scène and plot.
The researched used close reading systematically by creating a template and
recording the information in table columns. Two separate tables were created to
analyse the form (table 3.2) and content (table 3.3). The close reading specifically
concentrated on one particular aspect at a time; as a result, each VR story was
watched at least 12 times, but the average number of watches exceeded 50 times. By
so doing, the study enabled to focus on specific aspects and gather information
efficiently.
The templates, along with the framework of the levels of immersion in nonfiction VR stories, were crucial when analysing the data set and determining the
significant findings. Using qualitative research coding to outline important and
repetitive aspects relating to the research question (Rasmussen, Østergaard &
Beckmann 2006: 112), the study was able to concentrate on discovering patterns by
defining frequencies, processes and structures in the data (Loftland et al. 2006: 14965).
Table 3.2 Example of the Form template
Time

Framing

Editing
(fade in, fade
out, dissolve)

Cutting

Diegetic
sound

Nondiegetic
sound

Other
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Table 3.3 Example of the Content template
Time

Description

Subjects

Fig. 3.4 Stereoscopic view

Voice-over
narration/speech

Behaviour
of the
subjects

Setting

Other

Fig. 3.5 Screen view

The analysis chapter involves screenshots to support and illustrate the
arguments. The view is different depending on whether the recipient experiences the
story with Google Cardboard (fig. 3.4) or views it on a smartphone screen (fig. 3.5).
For the convenience of the present study, the latter images are included in the
analysis to better illustrate the arguments. In addition, screenshots are not highquality photos and may not reveal all the details shown in the VR stories. Due to
these differences, some of the screenshots that include specific details have been
edited to increase brightness or hints have been provided to guide the reader’s
attention.

3.6 Ethical considerations
Qualitative research involves ethics to guide research practices in the field and when
writing field notes (Schwandt 1997: 41). All the data gathered and analysed were
publicly available and therefore did not require informed consent (Bryman & Bell
2007). To view the VR story as VR experiences, the NYT VR application must be
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downloaded. However, downloading does not require registration. In addition to the
application, the stories also can be viewed on a browser as 360-degree videos.
As a public news organisation, the methods NYT uses to produce news must be
studied in terms of measuring its impact on public opinion and affectivity. Although
this study aimed for an objective account of VR stories, clearly the news organisation
plays a role. Furthermore, none of the media content included sensitive information,
such as comments left by other recipients. The study aimed to explore the VR stories
critically while respecting the subjects who share their tragic stories and ensuring that
no harm was caused to either NYT or the subjects in the VR stories (Bryman & Bell
2007).
Transparency is the core in all research (Doucet & Mauthner 2002), and while
committing to this study, the aim was to be as transparent as possible and to maintain
a good practice of academic research. Before drawing any final conclusions, the
findings were tested by reviewing the data to ensure the validity of the result.
Because ethics are not restricted to fieldwork (Kvale 1996:10), the study relied
on the findings and used the best possible knowledge at the given time to interpret the
results when writing the analysis and discussion. The research endeavoured to
maintain the highest level of objectivity during the overall research and to respect
other authors when referencing their work according to the Harvard referencing
system.
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4 Analysis
In this analysis chapter, the results are presented and located within the theoretical
discussion given earlier in the literature review. As explained in the methodology
chapter, three levels contributing to immersion in VR stories carry the analysis:
narrative, psychological and influence of real life. The three levels together contribute
to engagement with conflict news stories.
The analysis presents the findings, which are separated into four categories: (1)
the researched VR stories employ different narrative strategies, (2) the recipient is
positioned spatially in the VR narrative, (3) a relationship is constructed between the
recipient and the other and (4) VR stories evoke a variety of emotions.

4.1 Employing different narrative strategies
VR stories involve two narrative strategies: observation and participation.
Observation can be a primary narrative role and can contribute to the overall
understanding of a VR story. Observation provides a position where recipients can
perceive the information at their own pace and form opinions of the events (Nash
2017: 2). The benefit of the observational role is that it can introduce multiple
subjects but also different and somewhat opposite perspectives. For instance, The
Displaced shares stories of three children who are living in different countries. Even
though the war has affected them all, they provide different perspectives to the same
issue. Similarly, different perspectives are gained from the relations of South Korea
and North Korea in My Trip to the DMZ and the conflict between the U.S. border
agency and Mexican citizens in 10 Shots Across the Border.
When observing the events, the recipient is present at the scene but remains an
outsider, only witnessing the situation unfolding. For instance, in most parts of Waves
of Grace, the recipient is located as an observer in a reviving Liberian community,
such as in a busy market, in a classroom full of children and on a playground.
Decontee Davis, the main character in the story, is not even present in most of the
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scenes. The recipient can feel unconnected with the other when the events are only
observed, making observation alone a weak story device (Tricart 2018).
Participation occurs in the VR narrative when the recipient is either given a role
as one of the ‘characters’ or represents himself or herself. The experience of being in
someone else’s position is emphasised by restricting to only one perspective, such as
to an asylum seeker in Indefinite. A participatory narrative can also make the
experience more vivid by recognising the recipient in the story world, for instance
when the villagers of the Nuba Mountains walk towards the recipient in We Who
Remain.
The narratives of VR stories can also be divided into three different specific
roles: active observer, passive observer and passive participant.
4.1.1 Active observation
Six of the eight VR stories employed characteristics of active observation, but none
of them used it as the only narrative strategy. Active observation in the narration of
chosen VR stories interrupts the recipient’s experience by using editing conventions
to guide the recipient’s gaze (Dolan & Perets 2015). In the opening shot of 10 Shots
Across the Border, the form of active observing is used in freezing the view of an
overview of the city in black and white to draw the recipient’s attention to the border
fence (black line in the middle) and the tiny red dot on the ground (fig. 4.1).
Furthermore, active observation can occur in the form of subtitles (Dolan & Perets
2015). The speech of the children in The Displaced is subtitled and visible (fig. 4.2)
in four different directions. Similarly, We Who Remain implements the name and the
title of all interviewees to their right when they are talking directly to the camera. In
addition, intertitles often inform and introduce scenes, for instance in Indefinite and
Kiya.
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Fig. 4.1 Overview of Nogales

Fig. 4.2 Subtitles in The Displaced

Fig. 4.3 Peter, Kiya and sisters

Fig. 4.4 DMZ

4.1.2 Passive observation
Passive observation descends from traditional audiovisual media as evidenced by the
recipient acting only as a witness of the dramatic events unfolding and not
acknowledged as a character in the story world (Dolan & Perets 2015). Two of the
eight VR stories applied passive observing as their main and only narrative strategy.
In Kiya, the recipient is positioned to witness a situation of domestic violence, when
Peter threatens his ex-girlfriend Kiya with a handgun and will not let her leave with
her sisters (fig. 4.3). The recipients are incapable of interfering in the events or
interacting with the characters, even though the best position in the action has been
‘reserved’ for the recipient. The other VR story involving passive observing is My
Trip to the DMZ, which introduces the demilitarised zone between the Koreas to the
recipient and gives a feeling of how would it like to be in there (fig. 4.4).
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4.1.3 Passive participation
Participation is passive if the recipient remains as a bystander and has no impact on
the course of events (Dolan & Perets 2015). Indefinite invites the recipient to partially
engage in the story as an asylum seeker. When transported in a van to the detention
centre, the camera is first placed outside the van (fig. 4.5), which gives the recipient
an observatory role to introduce the surroundings. In the following shot, the recipient
is positioned inside the van and on one of the seats opposite a guard as if he or she is
one of the characters in the story (fig. 4.6). A similar narrative strategy was employed
in de la Peña et al.’s research (2010), when the recipient was first given an
introduction to the scene from a third-person point of view followed by a scene that
positioned the recipient as the character.
Participation engages the recipient with the events when placed in another
person’s shoes (de la Peña et al. 2010), restricting the recipient to only one viewpoint.
The locations themselves contribute to the engagement of the VR story and
emphasise the participatory role of the recipient (Tricart 2018). In Indefinite,
particular emphasis is given to empty and locked spaces when the recipient is
immersed repeatedly in several different closed, prison-like empty cells (fig. 4.7–
4.10). The shots are dissolved repeatedly, which gives an impression of lost freedom.
The repetitive theme of empty spaces continues as the story goes on.

Fig. 4.5 Outside the van

Fig. 4.6 In a participatory role
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Fig. 4.7 Gate 1

Fig. 4.8 Gate 2

Fig. 4.9 Gate 3

Fig. 4.10 A cell

However, recipients most commonly remained themselves when employing
participatory agency, which did not require identification with the other’s point of
view. For instance, recipients remain themselves during the VR experience in 10
Shots Across the Border with the voice-over narration talking directly to the
recipients to instruct their gaze (“Turn around and look behind you at the fence”
[4:32–4:37]), suggesting that the recipient as a participant in the virtual environment
is required to move according to the guidance. Similarly, the Waves of Grace
narrative suddenly acknowledged the recipient by appointing a participatory role
when a boy runs downhill towards the camera as if he would collide with the
recipient (fig. 4.11), including the recipient in the story world. In addition, the
recipients participate as themselves when witnessing food aid being dropped nearby
and around them in The Displaced (fig. 4.12).
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Fig. 4.11 A boy running towards the recipient Fig. 4.12 Food aid landing

Fig. 4.13 Day Elena introduced

Fig. 4.14 The recipient ignored

Fig. 4.15 A child looking

Fig. 4.16 Soldiers glancing

The shift between participatory and observatory roles can also disturb the sense of
spatial presence (McRoberts 2017) when the recipient is required to redefine the role
and adjust to the scene. In 10 Shots Across the Border, the recipient is introduced to
José Antonio’s (the victim) paternal grandmother Day Elena. She stands on the porch
of a house and looks directly at the camera to create an eye contact while the ‘voice
of god’ narrator introduces her personally to the recipient (“This is José Antonio’s
paternal grandmother Day Elena. She lives in Nogales Arizona. She is U.S. citizen
having legally immigrated here 20 years ago.” [4:35-5:06])(fig. 4.13). The recipient is
acknowledged in the scene and is required to participate as himself or herself (de la
Peña et al. 2010). The next scene ignores the recipient and locates him or her as an
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observer in the farthest corner of the action (fig. 4.14). The recipient is standing in the
yard outside the house, but everyone suddenly acts as if the participant no longer
exists or is no longer important to the story. Similarly, spatial presence can be
weakened by subtitles or intertitles because they do not belong in the story world.
The subjects appearing in the story can enhance the sense of presence by
acknowledging the camera. This disruption remains critical in terms of VR because it
supports both ‘social presence’ and ‘place illusion’ (Nash 2017: 9), bridging the
connection between the recipient and the characters as well as presence in the virtual
environment in general. For instance, children in Waves of Grace look at the camera
occasionally (fig. 4.15), and the people in We Who Remain curiously glance at the
camera as well (fig. 4.16). Gazing becomes a significant form of interaction in VR
(McRoberts 2017: 11) because when people look at the camera, it provides new
significance as if acknowledging the presence of the recipient.
In addition to the three roles, VR can employ a fourth role of active
participation as a narrative strategy (Dolan & Perres 2015). However, the fourth role
did not occur in the studied VR stories.

4.2 Positioning the recipient spatially in the VR narrative
The virtual environment is an important function of the whole VR experience, and it
dictates the overall narrative. The VR narratives position the recipient in relation to
the spatial narrative in four distinctive ways: (1) by introducing the location as the
main character, (2) by placing the recipient in a central position in the narrative, (3)
by including details and (4) by specifying the way information noise occurs in the
virtual environment.
4.2.1 Location as the main character
The location performs as the main character, for example in My Trip to the DMZ, The
Fight for Fallujah and 10 Shots Across the border. In My Trip to the DMZ, VR
enables the recipient to experience something that cannot be captured with modern
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technology on location. Even though the experience is composed of still cartoon-like
images, the VR story adopts high perceptual realism to create a sense that the events
could exist in the given atmosphere (Lombard and Ditton 1997). The recipients are
immersed witnesses of the events as if they have gone inside a storybook with an
imagined world (fig. 4.17-4.18). Limited use of colours signifies the distinction of the
two countries: South Korea is often depicted in white, and North Korea is shown in
red. My Trip to the DMZ allows the recipients to engage with Niemann’s experience
by immersing themselves in his drawings. Imagination supports physical presence
and encourages engagement to the story by filling the epistemological gaps (Lee
2004: 39). However, imagination also is used in sketches when Niemann includes a
story about a tiger and an imagined meeting between the Koreas (fig. 4.17–4.18).
Furthermore, a red dotted line appears in all scenes to divide the virtual environment
into spheres (fig 4.17–4.18). In The Fight for Fallujah, the city of Fallujah, function
as one of the main characters in the story when it is the goal of the rescue and the
location of the horrors. Furthermore, in 10 Shots Across the Border, the border fence
is the central focus of the story and it becomes as the one of the main characters
alongside with the Mexican and the U.S. border agents standing in the middle.
VR stories involving a journalist either physically in the scene or as voice-over
commentary (The Fight for Fallujah, My Trip to the DMZ and 10 Shots Across the
Border) depict locations where there are few or no people around. Jones (2017)
argues that the narrative of reporter-led stories shows more ‘caution’ compared to
character-led stories (p. 10-11). If there are people in the ‘shot’ in reporter-led stories,
the location often overpowers them, diminishing their role. The VR stories
concentrate on showing the locations as if they are evidences of existence or to prove
a point. Locations foster an ‘analytical mode of reception’ (Frosh & Pinchevski
2011a). In 10 Shots Across the Border, the narrator introduces several locations to the
recipient, who is there to witness (fig. 4.19):
“This fence was built in 2011. It bears in height from 18 to 30 feet. Agents
prefer this ladder design to a solid wall because it lets them observe activity
on the other side.” (1:14–1:34).
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In The Fight for Fallujah, the location is emphasised, for example in the ways
in which the devastation in Fallujah is shown (fig. 4.20).

Fig. 4.17 DMZ

Fig. 4.18 Imagined meeting in DMZ

Fig. 4.19 Border fence

Fig. 4.20 Devastation in Fallujah

4.2.2 The recipient’s central position in the narrative
The notion of location, or ‘where’, comes before the overall understanding of a scene
and why certain events occur as they do in the virtual environment (Tricart 2018: 94).
Based on the length of the story, the standard number of scenes in a VR story varied
between 11 and 41. The average shot duration was approximately 35 seconds, which
provided enough time to settle to a new scene and direct the recipient’s gaze to
interesting sources.
The recipient is often located in the heart of the action or in the middle of
people to witness the event to either interact or empathise with them (McRoberts
2017). In the opening scene of The Fight for Fallujah, the recipient is taken into the
middle of the event where a sniper lies on a rooftop and takes careful aim (fig. 4.21).
The camera is most commonly placed in the middle of an imagined circle, which is
surrounded by people. Positioning the recipient in the middle of people occurs in six
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of the eight VR stories at least once but more often repeatedly. For instance, in 10
Shots Across the Border, the recipient is located in the living room of José Antonio’s
family (fig. 4.22); in Waves of Grace, the recipient is placed in a classroom
surrounded by children (fig. 4.23); and in Indefinite, the recipient can be found in the
middle of the protesters outside a detention centre (fig. 4.24). The recipient is placed
at the centre of attention, but no one acknowledges him or her.

Fig. 4.21 With soldiers on a rooftop

Fig. 4.22 In the family’s living room

Fig. 4.23 In a classroom

Fig. 4.24 In the midst of protesters

Fig. 4.25 Iraqi militia fighters

Fig. 4.26 Women on a well
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4.2.3 Details
When located in the heart of the action, multiple simultaneous POIs can occur in the
same sphere. The surrounding can be hectic when militia fighters walk around and
fire a bazooka (fig. 4.25) in The Fight for Fallujah. Similarly, in We Who Remain,
women are working around the camera and getting water from the well (fig. 4.26). In
such situations, the recipient is required to choose where to look, resulting in the
focus being directed on a personally interesting subject area (Tricart 2018: 99).
In addition to locating the recipient in a hectic environment, the sphere can be
full of details, which result in varying reactions and interpretations within the same
VR sphere (Waterworth et al. 2015: 40). When Oleg and his friends are playing on a
rooftop in The Displaced, they form the primary focus point because they are nearer
to the camera and identified with from earlier scenes. However, the flag of the proRussian separatists Donetsk People’s Republic can be seen in the background (fig.
4.27). Even though the flag is only in the background, the symbolism of the flag
provides information about Oleg’s situation and a new perspective: the hometown of
Ukrainian Oleg belongs no longer to Ukraine. My Trip to the DMZ also provides
multiple detailed focus points. Recipients find it is easy to forget to look up as well,
which can result either in missing the airplane flying above or in seeing a worm
crossing the red dashed line of the DMZ (fig. 4.28).

Fig. 4.27 Pro-Russian Separatists flag

Fig. 4.28 A worm crossing the DMZ
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4.2.4 Information noise
Even though the recipient is located in the heart of the action, witnessing an event
does not necessarily provide a coherent storyline (Peters 2001). When the recipient is
witnessing an event, information can remain fragmented. For example, in Kiya, the
voices in the audio recording of the 911 call and the voices of the subjects are
challenging to distinguish and comprehend. Peter rarely speaks, and when he does,
his articulation and randomness of sentences make him difficult to understand:
“Every day from this day on . . .”. Sister #1 asks him to clarify: “What are you
saying? That you want to have her now?” (1:50–2:00). Because the subjects speak
irrationally, gaining information about the situation and forming a broad
understanding are difficult.
Furthermore, diegetic sounds and noises can also overpower the subject’s voice
when witnessing events, making it challenging to hear and understand what they are
saying. For instance, the noise of a motorcycle in We Who Remain obstructs hearing
Musa John’s voice properly and a phone call from ‘R’ (currently in detention), who is
sharing his experiences in Indefinite, is difficult to comprehend because of the
diegetic noise.

4.3 Constructing a relationship between the recipient and the other
Nearly all of the VR stories concentrated on subjects living geographically outside
the United States, which suggests heavy emphasis on the distant other (from the U.S.
perspective). Out of the eight studied VR stories, six were located outside the United
States (The Displaced, Indefinite, We Who Remain, Waves of Grace and My Trip to
the DMZ), one was located between the United States and Mexico (10 Shots Across
the Border) and one was located in the state of South Carolina in the United States
(Kiya).
All the VR stories concentrated on depicting a single issue via the other(s). VR
stories establish a connection between the recipient and the other by using four
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distinctive media forms: (1) creating proximity, (2) using language, (3) using direct
address and (4) involving the journalist.
4.3.1 Creating proximity
The majority of the VR stories (five out of eight) employed a character-led narrative:
The Displaced, Indefinite, We Who Remain, Waves of Grace and Kiya. Apart from
two of these VR stories, all of the events occur in the present time, although the
conflict described in the stories had happened earlier. The narrative agency is ‘predefined’ (McRoberts 2017: 11), and the conflicts are accessed from the memory of
those who have witnessed them, simulating an encounter with others in their natural
environment.
Furthermore, the research uncovered that character-led stories focused more on
people, whereas reporter-led stories concentrated more on locations. Nash (2017)
argues that the proximity to the others encourages the recipient to relate to them as
friends (p. 8). Apart from Indefinite, in which most of the story offered a participatory
role to the recipient, all the character-led stories involved either the main subject(s) or
other people in every shot (excluding establishing shots that introduced the
surroundings to the recipient). When the recipient experiences the events alongside
the other, the sense of presence is intensified (McRoberts 2017). VR stories often
introduce a ‘main character’ whose life is followed, such as Oleg, Hana and Chuol in
The Displaced; a mother (Hannan Osman Kajo), a rebel commander (Al-Bagir
Ibrahim Hamdan), a student (Jordania Jamal Abdal-Raheem) and a journalist (Musa
John) in We who Remain; and Decontee Davis in Waves of Grace.
4.3.2 Using language
The subjects most commonly speak their mother tongue when they tell about their
lives. The message is delivered to the English-speaking audience via a voice-over
actor (dubbing) or subtitles. The characters’ own language can be heard distantly
when the voice-over actor speaks English, for instance when the subjects speak in We
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Who Remain. The speech of the children in The Displaced has been subtitled, which
can be read from four different directions. The use of their own language increases
authenticity of the media content by inviting the recipient to the subject’s own social
reality (Nichols 1991: 56).
Furthermore, the subjects also speak their own language in reporter-led stories.
For instance, in 10 Shots Across the Border, José Antonio’s paternal grandmother
Day Elena speaks Spanish, and the recipient can hear her voice quietly in the distance
even though a voice-over actor dubs her speech to English. Note that an identical VR
story of 10 Shots Across the Border, 10 disparos a través de la frontera, is available
with Spanish voice-over narration. However, the English voice-over actor also
provides the voice-over commentary for the Spanish-speaking subjects.
The most common method for depicting the voices of the other is pseudomonologue (Nichols 1991). The interviews of Indefinite serve as an entry point to the
story, tell about the asylum seekers’ experiences and explain the images. In The
Displaced, Oleg is with his friends in the ruins of a school when he translates his
reality to the recipient by saying:
“Before, when the teacher would yell at us, we’d say, ‘Wouldn’t it be nice if
the school blew up?’ I would never say that now.” (7:15–7:38)
Hearing the subject’s account evokes a strong interpersonal connection that creates
‘belief and sympathy’ (Ellis 2011: 75). However, in Waves of Grace, the pseudomonologue is only indirectly subjected to the recipient as it provides access to
Davis’s most private moment. Decontee Davis’s monologue proceeds in the form of a
prayer, which begins with ‘Dear Lord, thank you for your healing grace’ (0:36-0:42),
continues addressing God and ends with ‘Forever in your grace and mercy and your
everlasting peace, forever and ever, Amen.’ (7:33–8:00). By so doing, Waves of
Grace emphasises the notion of witnessing when the recipient is present in the story
but not directly addressed.
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4.3.3 Addressing directly
The subjects also speak directly to the camera in an informal manner, which engages
the recipient with the other by creating a sense that the recipient is personally
addressed (Frosh 2006). Both The Displaced and We Who Remain use pseudomonologue, but they position the subjects by the camera without the presence of the
journalist. When simulating a direct ‘face-to-face encounter’ with the other, this
method emphasises the witnessing position of the subject (Nash 2017: 10). Oleg,
Chuol and Hana in The Displaced stand near the camera in the beginning of the story
and also in the end when they tell their names and ages (fig. 4.29). A ‘suturing’
effect, i.e. absence of the camera and reflecting the self in the other, is achieved when
the recipient is placed in direct relation to the subject (Nichols 1991: 54). It allows a
form of interaction but also an encounter in which the recipient and the other can be
seen as alike. When showing the subjects speaking in front of the camera, the
recipient is also able to identify with the voice heard earlier. In We Who Remain, the
mother (Hannan Osman Kajo), the rebel commander (Al-Bagir Ibrahim Hamdan)
(fig. 4.30), the student (Jordania Jamal Abdal-Raheem) and the journalist (Musa
John) are seated by the camera in order to give faces to the voices.

Fig. 4.29 Hana

Fig. 4.30 Al-Bagir Ibrahim Hamdan

4.3.4 Involving a journalist
The journalist becomes an active link between the recipient and the other by
introducing and interpreting events. The journalist is physically present in a majority
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of the reporter-led VR stories (two of three): Niemann in My Trip to the DMZ and
Solomon and Mohamed in The Fight for Fallujah also become ‘characters’ in the
story—that is the primary POIs—whom the recipient identifies with. The journalist
can be assumed to be an authority, giving an impartial and credible interpretation of
the events (Jones 2017).
In My Trip to the DMZ, Niemann includes himself in a few of the drawings:
bending in a tunnel and on a bench drawing to his sketchbook when noticing that the
bus is about to depart (fig. 4.31). In The Fight for Fallujah, Solomon provides the
voice-over commentary in the VR story and participates in the events taking place in
Fallujah. Solomon guides the recipient by pointing to himself and his translator in a
car (fig. 4.32) and saying:
“My name is Ben C. Solomon. That’s me in the front seat. I’m a filmmaker
and a journalist for the New York Times. Behind me is my collaborator and
translator Mouataz Mojed Mohamed.” (1:05–1:29)
The way Solomon introduces himself and Mohamed intervenes in the flow of the
story world breaking the illusion of the ‘voice of God’ when including himself in the
story.

Fig. 4.31 Niemann

Fig. 4.32 Solomon and Mohamed

Biased representation of races was discovered in the VR stories. The majority of the
subjects in the VR stories are black Africans, Latinos or Middle Eastern (seven of
eight stories). However, whenever white people are included in the scenes, they are
only seen in authoritative positions, such as a journalist, a border patrol officer or a
guard. Even the only U.S. VR story set in South Carolina (Kiya) includes black
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people as the main subjects and white police officers arriving at the scene. The stories
can negatively impact the way the distant other is seen and empower the dichotomy
of the West and the South.

4.4 Evoking emotions
The story itself evokes emotions from the recipient: all the VR stories have a
tendency to appeal to the recipient through emotional impact. Apart from My Trip to
the DMZ, all the subjects in the stories possess a vulnerable position from the start
and are all victims of war, poverty or other human-made conflict.
Five different aspects relating to media content and media form are involved in
VR to evoke emotions: (1) the inclusion of emotional music, (2) emotional accounts,
(3) different levels of presence, (4) the notion of personal space and (5) graphic
content.
4.4.1 Emotional music
Emotional mood music (i.e. non-diegetic music) is commonly used in the VR stories
to attach ‘feelings of empathy’ to subjects (Nichols 1991: 135-136). The music is
emotional throughout The Displaced, Waves of Grace and We Who Remain. In 10
Shots Across the Border, emotional music is added when José Antonio’s family is
introduced, and the music continues to the end of the story. Similarly, in Indefinite,
emotional music is used towards the end of the story and juxtaposed to the protesters
demanding the centre to be closed. Inclusion of emotional mood music enhances the
tone of the image and regulates the overall emotions (Corner 2003: 99). In addition,
the use of headphones allows the sound to be directly funnelled to the ears by the
chosen frequency, controlling the effect in a more sophisticated way.
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4.4.2 Emotional account
The speech act emphasises the message and appeals to the recipient. Two completely
different individual perceptions are juxtaposed together to create a sense of the
conditions that the refugees are living in. For example, in The Fight for Fallujah, the
impression of Solomon (the journalist) and the experiences of a mother living in a
refugee camp are juxtaposed. Solomon characterises the conditions as follows:
“Wind blows hot sand all around. I’ve filmed in dozens of refugee camps
all over the world, and this was by the far the harshest and the most
unforgiving.” (8:42–8:57)
The mother describes the conditions in a different way, reflection her perspective and
experience:
“This is heaven. There’s food. We’ve been well-fed. The dust doesn’t bother
us. We’ve lived under the bombs and planes [. . .].” (9:17–9:24)
The reaction of the recipient is most likely empathic towards the refugees when the
journalist has ‘proved’ the bad living circumstances in Western standard and also
guided the recipient to feel emotions for the other based on the juxtaposition of the
two messages (Ryan 2015: 108).
Indefinite uses also repetition and echoes to empower the message. When the
van transporting the asylum seekers drives through a gateway to the courtyard and the
gates close slowly, W’s (2.5 months in detention) voice-over narration says:
“And officers were guarding the place. That’s when I passed out. That’s
when my mind was like you’re dead now. You’re dead. You’re dead.”
(3:33–3:59)
Closing the physical object illustrated his loss of freedom, and the desperation in his
voice creates an emotional reaction in the recipient. Because the recipient is located
outside the gates, when they close, it is as if the recipient is witnessing someone else
losing freedom (fig. 4.33).
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Fig. 4.33 Gate closing

Fig. 4.34 Chuol paddling in a swamp

4.4.3 Presence
Sense of presence allows the recipient to identify with the subjects, empowering the
spoken word. In The Displaced, nine-year-old Chuol paddles a canoe in the swamp
(fig. 4.34). The camera is placed on the canoe to give a participatory role to the
recipient. Chuol’s voice-over narration says:
“When they attacked, we fled into the swamps. We could see crocodiles. What
I know is that if I am eaten by a crocodile, it may be a slow death, but it is
better than being killed by the fighters.” (2:43–3:13)
Empathy is evoked not only by the way this nine-year-old boy has to think and
choose how he could die but also by the way the recipient shares the moment with
him. A degree of co-presence occurs when the recipient is positioned in the scene as
if seated with the other during the testimony (IJesselsteijn and Riva 2003). The
camera movement follows the movement of the canoe and makes it feel like the
recipient is actually sitting in the canoe. The feeling of presence can be achieved
without receiving strong sensory cues because imagination supports the perceptual
processes by replacing the absent stimuli (Lee 2004: 39). Furthermore, the image and
what Chuol says are juxtaposed: the recipient is placed in an environment similar to
that when Chuol experienced the events, rendering the imaginative processes
(McRoberts 2017: 19). The recipient is then left to imagine more vividly the
crocodiles and Chuol’s escape in the swamp, which leads to forming an empathic
response to his accounts.
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Close proximity to the other fosters emotional impact. When the subjects
express their most intimate thoughts or show sensitive emotions, the recipient is often
placed especially close to them. The shot composition is equivalent to a medium long
shot or a medium shot in traditional film-making, but, in VR, it resembles more of a
close-up. According to McRoberts (2017), close proximity between audiences and
virtual documentary participants has generated notional discourse that VR may
stimulate stronger empathic and emotional responses to non-fiction narrations and the
issues they illuminate (p. 3).
An example of this is when Decontee Davis remembers the painful experience
of getting sick and the death of her husband in Waves of Grace. She looks out the
window longingly, and the recipient is brought close to her (fig. 4.35). Similarly, the
recipient is located close to Hana (fig. 4.36) when she talks about her current
situation:
“I used to live in Syria, and then the war started. We are now in Lebanon,
and we are waiting. The Lebanese don’t like us and aren’t good to us.”
(4:00–4:20)
To create a sense of togetherness, the recipient is located in the role of a participant as
if sitting in the corner of the van with the kids.
Moreover, the height of the camera affects proximity and presence, which
results in the particular way the distant other is seen and encountered. For instance,
when Oleg stands in front of the recipient in The Displaced, the recipient is required
to look down slightly (fig. 4.37). The height can be determined ‘in relation to the
settings and figures’ (Bordwell & Thompson 2010: 194). The height of the camera
resembles the height of an adult, which creates a hierarchical position in relation to
Oleg and emphasises his position as a small child. Similarly, in We Who Remain, the
height of the camera is low to resemble the perspective of one of the children in a
foxhole hiding from the bombs. To see people on the ground level, the recipient
needs to slightly lift his or her head up (fig. 4.38).
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Fig. 4.35 Decontee Davis remembering

Fig. 4.36 Hana in a van

Fig. 4.37 Oleg in a school

Fig. 4.38 Being in a foxhole

4.4.4 Personal space
The close proximity to the narrative can blur the distinction of emotions felt for
oneself (McRoberts 2017: 10) and can be unpleasant when the notion of personal
space vanishes in the virtual environment. VR intrudes into the recipient’s personal
space in two distinct ways: (1) by limiting the spatial surroundings or (2) by surprise.
First way of limiting personal space is to place the recipient in a restricted area.
As described earlier, the emphasis on locations in Indefinite limits the freedom of the
recipient. The Fight for Fallujah uses the same method. Solomon places the camera
inside one of the tall and narrow cages, where ISIS kept its prisoners. The journalist
closes the door, leaving the recipient locked down to demonstrate what being a
prisoner would feel like. It limits the freedom of the recipient and creates a feeling of
being in an actual cage (fig. 4.39–fig. 4.40), and this intrusion of personal space can
cause ‘significant negative reactions’ (Jones 2017: 11).
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Fig. 4.39 Closed in the cage

Fig. 4.40 The floor space of the cage

Fig. 4.41 A girl appearing suddenly

Fig. 4.42 Peter approaching

The second way of creating lack of personal space depends on how near the
subjects are to the camera and how they enter the direct sight of the recipient. In The
Displaced, people have gathered to sit and spend time together when a little girl
suddenly appears in front of the camera (fig. 4.41). Similarly, when Peter takes a step
towards the recipient in Kiya (fig. 4.42), the recipient reacts by moving away from
him. When the recipient is not prepared for such surprises, it creates an unexpected
element. The close proximity to the other can cause more anxiety and discomfort than
closeness to objects, for instance (Bailenson, Blascovich, Beall & Loomis 2001).
Even though the encounter strengthens the sense of presence, it can cause anxiety in
the recipient.
4.4.5 Graphic images
Five of the eight VR stories include graphic images. In The Fight for Fallujah, a dead
body, which lies on the side of the road, is filmed from a distance. Even though the
body cannot be seen clearly on the side of the road, torso and limbs can be identified.
What really evokes emotions and questions of morality is how the scene continues.

62

Soon, Iraqi militia fighters approach the body holding a flag of Iraq. They pose with
the body and the flag when a fourth person takes a photo of them (fig. 4.43).
Solomon’s voice-over commentary also provides information to the scene:
“The brutality of the Iraqi forces was on display as well. On the side of the road
there, right under the sun, what appeared to be the body of an ISIS soldier was
left in the street. He had been beheaded, his legs were bound, and it looked like
he had been dragged by a car. We watched uncomfortably as the Iraqi militia
fighters took photos with the body.” (7:19–7:50)
Even if the recipient had not seen the body, Solomon guides him or her to look
directly to where the body is lying. The recipient cannot avoid seeing it. When feeling
emotions, such as disgust or anxiety in this case, it primarily emphasises the
recipient’s feelings for himself or herself instead of feelings of empathy for the other
(Ryan 2015: 108), but it can also change the previous perceptions of Iraqi militia
fighters seen earlier.
Kiya is the second VR story that involves content that can be distressing for
viewers. In the beginning of Kiya, intertitles are inserted to describe the content of the
VR story:
“On June 18, 2013, Zaklya Lawson, known as Kiya, came home from her
Walmart night shift to find her ex-boyfriend Peter Centil Williams, the
father of her youngest child, in the house.” (0:27–1:09)
Even though the setup of the story hints at a confrontation, it does not inform
the recipients that they will soon witness a murder-suicide. The death of the two
characters is not shown, but the dramatic gunshots stun the recipient.
The third scene that possibly can upset viewers is in Waves of Grace. The scene
follows how a group of people, who are dressed up in safety suits, carry a body bag
and place it on a grave (fig. 4.44). Even though the body cannot be seen, the weight
and struggle of the people carrying the bag indicates a real body. When the recipients
lift their head up, they can see that the graveyard is full of freshly turned graves,
which places the seriousness of the phenomenon in a larger perspective but can upset
sensitive viewers.
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Fig. 4.43 Iraqi forces with a dead ISIS soldier

Fig. 4.44 Carrying a body bag

4.5 Conclusion
The study aimed to explore the way immersive journalism was practiced in conflict
reporting and how VR engages the recipient in NYT VR stories. The analysis was
guided by a research question, which aimed to examine the following critically: How
do the NYT VR stories enhance engagement with conflict reporting?
Media content and media form were both discovered as contributors to
fostering engagement in the NYT VR stories. The findings involved four distinctive
characteristics which foster engagement: (1) different narrative strategies used in
NYT VR, (2) the recipient’s central positioning in the spatial narrative, (3)
establishing a connection between the recipient and the other and (4) the ways NYT
VR stories reinforce emotional engagement.
First, even though employment of various narrative strategies within a VR story
was anticipated, the small-scale use of participation was somewhat unexpected
because immersive journalism has been considered a device for experience and firstperson perspective (de la Peña et al. 2010). Combining the two narrative strategies,
observation and participation, allowed the recipient to engage both with the story and
with the other.
Second, the recipient’s position in the spatial narrative contributed towards
witnessing distant suffering and engagement to cognitively complex spheres. Central
positioning in the spatial narrative allowed the recipient to witness the events, but it
also reinforced spatial presence and proximity to other social realities. In addition,
locations provided a chance for personal engagement when the recipients were
allowed to freely guide their own attention.
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Third, the media form allowed the recipient to establish a connection to the
other with close proximity. Emphasising the use of the recipient’s own language
fostered the sense of being in another social reality and the subject’s environment.
Although the involvement of the journalist aimed to bridge the connection between
the recipient and the other, it was more likely to disturb the flow of experience. An
unexpected finding was the somewhat biased representation of races in NYT VR
stories.
Fourth, presence, emotional media content and close proximity led to emotional
responses. Although proximity and presence can contribute to positive engagement,
media content generally dictates whether it enhances engagement or decreases it.
Overall, the study has revealed that NYT VR stories enhance engagement by
combining media content and media form with the presence invested in VR. The
conventions of audiovisual media practices were employed throughout the VR stories
and they were seen as underpinning the structures of the stories and disadvantaging a
sense of presence and the flow of the experience. Moreover, engagement can be
regulated by proximity and distance in the media form and media content.
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5 Discussion
Having introduced the results of the analysis in the previous chapter, the study now
proceeds to discussion, in which the findings will be presented in the wider context.
Furthermore, the relevance and limitations of the study will be acknowledged.

5.1 Personal engagement
This study explored the means by which NYT VR stories enhanced engagement with
real-life events. The analysis was guided by the following research question: How do
the NYT VR stories enhance engagement with conflict reporting?
The in-depth exploration of eight NYT VR stories involving a conflict
revealed a clear pattern in the use of narrative strategy when mediating engagement
(Dolan & Perets 2015). NYT VR stories that included both passive participation and
active observation appeared the most frequently in the study. As mentioned in the
literature review, the strength of the participatory role is that it allows for a recipient
the subjective perception of the given character, while the observatory role relies on
the recipient witnessing the events as an outsider (Bordwell & Thompson 2010;
Tricart 2018). Therefore, the benefit of combining both VR narrative strategies is that
this provides multiple perspectives and a versatile understanding of another social
reality and the given subject. Also, by varying observatory and participatory roles, the
producers of NYT VR stories supported proper distance when they regulated distance
and close proximity to the story and the distant other (Silverstone 2007). However,
the dual-narrative strategy can negatively impact on the sense of presence because
switching between two different narrative strategies can momentarily reduce the level
of presence, as both place and plausibility illusions are disturbed (McMahan &
Hardee 2017). This study revealed that changes between roles and in spatial narrative
disturbed the flow of the experience and required the recipient to readjust to the
scene.
Observation functioned as a basic foundation of VR stories. It worked more
like a third-person point of view than first person, employing traditions from audio-
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visual conventions when the recipients were not included in the story and only
viewed the events (Nichols 1991). In general, observation allowed the recipients to
view the virtual environment at their own pace and created a sense of impartiality
because the recipient was not included in the story. By so doing, the observational
strategy primarily emphasises the notion of self-presence, which is achieved when the
virtual environment adjusts to the recipient’s movements and therefore prioritises the
recipient’s own experience (Heeter 1992).
Surprisingly, the participatory role was found to function only as a narrative
device in NYT VR stories. Researchers and the producers have considered the
potential of VR to lie in its ability to enable a recipient to experience another person’s
perspective in order to engage with an issue more thoroughly (de la Peña et al. 2010;
McRoberts 2017; Nash 2017). Yet, the participatory role did not function as the
primary agent in any of the VR stories, nor were all the dimensions of participation
employed (Dolan & Perets 2015). A possible explanation for this might be that the
participatory role is unable to provide sufficient information to the recipient of the
phenomenon alone. In particular, subjective perception of and proximity to a
witnessed situation can reinforce improper distance and evoke a recipient’s inability
to understand the events as a whole (Ashuri & Pinchevski 2011: 140; Silverstone
2007). The recipient may not have prior knowledge of the distant other and cannot
therefore assume his or her position as such. However, employing another person’s
point of view can enrich the recipient’s worldview and provide new insights.
Another important finding was that participatory agency did not often require
the recipients to employ any other position than their own (de la Peña et al. 2010).
The recipients more often explored the virtual environment from their own
perspective, which was able to enliven the overall experience of taking part in the
story and in the virtual world. This result can be explained by the fact that NYT VR
stories may strive to personally engage the recipient. Participating as oneself in a VR
story can contribute to an impartial understanding of the phenomenon. Such
participation does not employ the given character’s attributes and so allows the
recipient to draw information more freely and review the experience according to
their prior knowledge.
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According to the results, the recipient was required to choose between their
own egoistic experience and learning from someone else’s experience including then
a moral risk. This finding was also reported by Nash (2017). The dual-sense of
experience in VR stories has implications for the notion of simulated experience.
Recipients were constantly required to decide if they would concentrate on their own
experiences by exploring the virtual environment, or on the subject’s experiences by
attempting to be informed and to understand the distant suffering. However, prior
studies have noted the importance of media content in overcoming the desire to
consider only one’s own experience, which can also lead to personal engagement that
contributes to a higher sense of presence (de la Peña et al. 2010; Waterworth et al.
2015).
Further, the findings indicated that NYT VR stories repeatedly located the
recipient at the centre of the spatial narrative. This finding supports the results of
McRoberts’ (2017), in which positionality was distinguished as one of the four media
content variables that influence the sense of presence in immersive journalism.
Positioning the recipient at the centre of the spatial narrative provided a more
authentic experience, as information noise and details were experienced during the
witnessing as they would be during the real-life event (Willis 2003: 21). Although the
purpose of the central positioning could be to ‘serve the recipient the best seat in the
house’, it also emphasised the notion of ‘I’ in the way VR surrounds ‘me’ in the
middle of the action or people. ‘I’ becomes the subject in someone else’s story even if
only observing the events. The recipient’s central position did not provide a sense of
co-presence because the subjects in the story frequently ignored the recipient despite
the latter’s central location (IJsselsteijn & Riva 2003: 7).
Furthermore, the findings suggested that when the subject or other human
beings in the virtual world acknowledged the camera, this signified that the overall
presence of the recipient in the virtual environment was recognized (Heeter 1992).
These findings indicated that narrative strategies in NYT VR stories did not matter: a
glance made the recipient ‘visible’ and, therefore, a form of human interaction was
achieved. Hence, social presence occurs for a moment, forming a personal connection
to the recipient and strengthening the sense of presence (Heeter 1992). This also
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provides a powerful way to address the recipient directly when looking straight into
the ‘eyes’ of the recipient, giving a sense that a message is delivered only to ‘me’
(Warner 2002).
This study discovered that location engages the recipient first and foremost
with the virtual environment (Tricart 2018). Location functioned as the primary
witnessing sphere providing either an experience or information (Frosh 2006). The
concerns with using VR as evidence of a certain phenomenon can become especially
troublesome in reporter-led stories. Such NYT VR stories were found to emphasize
locations and their relation to real-life locations (Biocca & Levy 1995c). For the
recipient, the virtual environment can appear as a real-life equivalent, blurring the
distinctions and offering a competing view.
Interpretation can contribute to personal engagement and subjective
understanding if the information of the virtual sphere is perceived based on the
recipient’s personal interest. Subjective characterisation of presence generally offers
varying information and a personal entry point to VR stories (IJsselstein & Riva
2003). Moreover, a three-dimensional sphere along with a sense of presence gives the
idea that nothing is hidden from the recipient: neither a film crew nor a reporter was
‘behind the camera’, creating a notion of freedom in one’s own news (Jones 2017;
Tricart 2018). Nevertheless, interpretation was discovered to only provide additional
cues to the story since all the VR stories followed strictly predefined structure.

5.2 Emotional engagement
Presence was identified as one of the core aspects of forming emotional engagement
with a conflict story, since emotions foster the duality of presence (de la Peña et al.
2010; McRoberts 2017; Nicovich, Boller & Cornwell 2005).
Emotional mood music reinforced the tone of the images and was repeatedly
included in emotional accounts (Corner 2003; Nichols 1991). Music in general
fostered emotional engagement but it was not recognized to affect radically to the
sense of presence. Even if non-diegetic music was included in all the stories, it did
not disturb the flow of the experience.
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NYT VR stories concentrated on the distant other(s). Jones (2017) showed that
preferences between the production of character-led and reporter-led narratives did
not exist. This differs from the findings presented here, which suggested a clear
preference for producing character-led narratives. These results are likely to be
related to the perception that such narratives bridge a connection between the
recipient and the other. Tragedy especially appeals for the recipient to empathize with
distant sufferers, who tell their own stories.
The results revealed that ordinary people were most commonly depicted in the
stories, which locates NYT VR stories in the current tradition of media representation
of distant suffering (Pantti et al. 2012). The rationale for selecting ordinary citizens as
the main subjects of the NYT VR stories could be that they are the most easily
identified with. When a person recounted a tragic event, the unembellished story
appeared horrifying, which triggered empathic engagement (Willis 2003). This effect
was heightened when distant suffering included children or subjects in the most
vulnerable positions in society, since they are seen as the most innocent and
powerless. When the witnesses themselves recounted the story, especially in their
own language, it created emotional engagement to the distant other and evoked
authenticity (Jones 2017). Also, producing two language versions of 10 Shots Across
the Border/ 10 disparos a través de la frontera could be seen as an attempt to include
Spanish-speaking citizens to political discussion in the U.S. when providing media
content that is relevant to them in their own language.
This study discovered that the camera was more often located in close
proximity to the subjects in character-led stories. NYT VR stories established close
proximity to the other by locating the recipient nearby, attempting to increase feelings
of care and responsibility (Silverstone 1999). Close proximity could be an attempt to
achieve social presence; however, the subjects most commonly ignored the camera,
with the result that the recipient’s presence was not acknowledged if no social
interaction was involved (Lombard & Ditton 1997). Moreover, close proximity could
reflect an attempt to recognise and become familiar with another social reality. By so
doing, it could foster a sense of being together through being constantly either close
to the people or surrounded by them. Presence along with close proximity and
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emotional media content allowed the recipients to establish emotional engagement by
sharing a moment in the virtual environment with the other, in terms of both physical
presence and social presence (IJsselsteihn & Riva 2003).
Close proximity to the other was often produced during the most vulnerable
moment, when he or she remembered a traumatic encounter. The distance between
the recipient and the other was diminished because the camera was located in
immediate proximity to the other. The purpose of the ‘close-up’ was most likely to
form an emotional connection between the recipient and the other (Nash 2017). This
technique follows the established convention in audio-visual media of using close-up
during a subject’s emotional account (Bordwell & Thompson 2010; Nichols 1991).
However, the findings indicated that close proximity to the other can be too close in
NYT VR stories. Even if the recipient felt empathy towards the other, the shared
experience in a virtual environment was too short to create a ‘friendship’ with the
other (Nash 2017). Not to mention how uneasy one often feels in real life around a
person who has lost a loved one or experienced a tragic event. Feelings of intrusion
could be felt when the distance to a suffering other was minimal. Locating the
recipient near the other at the very moment of suffering can reinforce negative
reactions, resulting in the recipient directing their gaze elsewhere. The recipient’s
attention could, therefore, be partially compromised during the scene.
The majority of conflict stories depict the distant other (from the US
perspective). Conflict news reported on either individuals or heroic encounters, which
initially signals a positive approach towards representation of the distant other
(Bennett & Martin 2002). Focusing on the distant other could indicate an attempt to
show the other and the recipient as alike and to increase empathy over national
borders. However, an unanticipated finding was that NYT VR stories showed bias in
the representation of different races. As mentioned in the analysis, the unequal
distribution of power amongst races appeared in the way authorities were seen. The
victimization of the distant other reinforced the position of a white viewer, reflecting
‘the global distribution of power’ (Chouliaraki 2006: 22). The imbalanced
representation of races can sustain the way the world is seen through the white
person’s perspective, which could result in the recipient’s failure to identify with the
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other as equal. Binary oppositions can evoke pity instead of empathy (Chouliaraki
2006). Despite the genuine aims of encouraging Western viewers to care for others
outside their own society, such binary oppositions may even amplify the division
between ‘us’ and ‘them’. Instead of promoting unity, they can reverse the message
and promote polarization instead.
The findings suggested that VR stories favoured graphic images, which could
indicate a pattern in selection procedures in newsrooms. On one hand, NYT VR
stories provided distance from graphic images in order to avoid upsetting the
recipient with graphic material. On the other hand, the element of either surprise or
shock appears frequently during the NYT VR stories. It was discovered that media
content was able to trigger curiosity in the recipients and encourage them to engage
more with the story, especially when it was unexpected (Pantti 2010: 177). Be it just
interference with the recipient’s personal space or a sudden change of a scene or
location, the unexpected rattled their sense of presence but also led them to engage
more with the story. When the subjects in the VR environment invaded the recipient’s
personal space, this momentarily strengthened their sense of physical presence and of
being located in the virtual environment (Lombard & Ditton 1997). If the subject
leaned towards the recipient, he or she instinctively leaned away from the subject or
even took a step back in order to maintain personal space.
The findings revealed that close proximity made emotional engagement with
the other and with oneself indistinct. When the recipient has a participatory role in the
story, a lack of personal space could result simultaneously both in feelings of anxiety
for oneself and empathy for the other. Lack of personal space contributed towards
emotional engagement when the recipient felt uncomfortable or was anxious but it
was also able to demonstrate the circumstances of the other (Ryan 2015).

5.3 Relevance of the research
The study and its results contribute towards our understanding of immersive
journalism and especially NYT VR stories. The particular interest has been on how
VR and a sense of presence influence engagement with real-life events. Since the
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research is interdisciplinary in nature, combining theories, for instance, from virtual
reality, journalism and media studies, the findings can contribute to various fields.
These results add to the rapidly expanding field of immersive journalism,
bringing new insights about the characteristics of VR stories and contributing to our
understanding of interactive media. The findings related to how immersive
journalism functions will be of interest to journalism researchers and will provide
new insights to the field, since the previous research has mainly concentrated on
exploring the impacts of immersive journalism on focus groups (e.g., de la Peña et al.
2010; Jones 2017). Also, this new understanding can help to improve practices of
immersive journalism in newsrooms when taking into consideration the various
narrative strategies and the maintaining of sufficient proximity to the subjects.
The research has aimed to understand how NYT VR stories can contribute to
engagement. The findings revealed that VR stories aim to reinforce empathy through
proximity to the characters and distance to the overall narrative, by combining the
recipient’s narrative strategies of participation and observation (Dolan & Perets 2015;
Silverstone 1999). Significantly, VR encourages personal and subjective engagement
through the use of different perspectives and by positioning the recipient in the
central spatial narrative. Moreover, it was discovered that engagement with the
studied 3D-modelled and real-life footage VR stories do no differ essentially from
each other since they both simulate a real-life experience and they were perceptually
realistic (Zhao 2003).
Furthermore, the findings indicated that proximity to the other along with
presence can result in a variety of recipient reactions, from empathy to feelings of
distrust. Close proximity fosters empathy and an understanding of events and the
experience of the distant other (Ryan 2015). NYT VR stories rely heavily on audiovisual media conventions, which can disturb the overall flow of the experience. The
research also shed light on possible biases that can occur in VR stories, which can
influence how the recipient views the events.
Further research areas were discovered during the study. First, and in particular,
epistemological dimensions of VR stories require more research: understanding how
knowledge of news events is received from VR experiences compared to reading
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news stories would shed light on how effectively VR journalistically informs citizens
– or whether it informs or is only an exciting experience for the recipient.
Second, future research could extend these results or test them against the study
of other news organisations that provide VR stories, e.g. The Guardian, USA Today
and The Economist. However, VR stories are only one aspect of immersive
journalism. In order to expand the understanding of immersive journalism, other
dimensions to VR, such as 360-videos and augmented reality (AR) would require
further exploration.
Third, the issues concerning journalism ethics, in terms of both practices and
the capturing of distant suffering, require exploration. The study suggests that
thorough exploration in the way reportage is practiced in immersive journalism is
required.

5.4 Limitations of the research
The study acknowledges certain limitations in terms of collecting and analysing the
data, but also involving the time and finances available for the research. All research
designs and methods have their own limitations and qualitative research and close
reading are not exceptions.
First, qualitative research is not neutral and it relies heavily on the researcher to
interpret the data and draw conclusions from it. However, theory supports the
researcher’s construction of arguments and is used to support their interpretation
(Saldaña 2011: 22). The study does not consider the results to be necessarily
applicable to all news organisations producing VR stories. The research may reveal
aspects common to other news organisations but the results do not represent the
whole of immersive journalism.
Second, even though close reading is a suitable method for carefully analysing
the moving image, certain restrictions apply. Rose argues that in terms of audiovisual data, it is impossible to describe everything the researcher sees (2003: 25).
This issue is emphasised in immersive journalism, in which the events are not framed
in a two-dimensional screen but occur simultaneously and three-dimensionally in a
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360-degree sphere. Even though the VR stories were studied a number of times, it is
nearly impossible to analyse everything seen in such a story. The present research
acknowledged this limitation and took it into account when presenting the findings.
Moreover, as discussed in the literature review, presence employs subjective
qualities, which are brought with the recipient to the virtual environment (Lombard &
Jones 2015). The study acknowledged this limitation and aimed to gather the most
relevant information, guided by the research question.
Third, it is acknowledged that in order to develop a thorough understanding of
the phenomenon, the dataset could have been larger. However, limitations of time
and the number of conflict VR stories available influenced this decision. Conducting
close reading requires a sufficient amount of time to pay attention to all relevant
factors, guided by the research question. Despite the limitations, the findings give an
overview on how presence and engagement is mediated in NYT VR stories and
contribute towards existing conversations about immersive journalism.
Fourth, some technological challenges occurred during the research. A VR
story, We Who Remain, neither downloaded nor played on the iPhone SE used to
conduct the research, nor on any Android smartphone to hand. It was thus analysed
with a newer iPhone 7 model. Although one of the stories was studied in a different
smartphone, this did not affect the overall research or any of the findings presented.
All in all, the study shed light on the ways NYT VR stories aim to personally engage
the recipient with conflict news and to increase emotional engagement. Furthermore,
the notion of presence enlivened consumption of news and underpinned the
recipient’s freedom to generate his or her own understanding of the events in the
virtual environment.
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