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Virtual Reality is what everyone seems to be talking about nowadays. It has firmly established 

itself within the entertainment industry and influences various gaming companies to create new, 

innovative and immersive games. It is gradually infiltrating various other fields such as medicine 

and education in which it is used for more serious matters such as treating patients who are 

diagnosed with post traumatic stress disorder (PTSD). Within the last two decades, VR has also 

made its way into the psychological domain but research is still at a very early stage making it one 

of the main grey areas of VR. Psychological studies of VR have focused on technologies which 

allow us to investigate human behaviour and emotions. 

 

Examining a complex system such as the brain and analysing occurrences that happen when one 

is exposed to VR not only requires ludicrous amounts of money and dedication but is a task that is 

intricate, slow-paced and extremely time consuming. However, studies done by Aalto University 

and the University of Helsinki have shown that 3D images trick the brain into perceiving an object 

to be more real than if it were to be a shown as a 2D photograph (Science Daily, 2015). This 

raises some questions: can VR experiences heighten our emotions? Is it possible for these 

immersive VR experiences to move us in such strong and powerful ways that we eventually 

become a better person? Is filmmaker Chris Milk right in saying that VR is the "ultimate empathy 

machine"? 

 

This is the main focus of my project. Psych VR is an installation that allows users to undertake 

individual psychological challenges, referred to as "tests", which will involve experiencing and 

dealing with a specific situation through the eyes and state of mind of a protagonist. These tests 

are intentionally created to make the participant feel uncomfortable and distressed and will consist 

of extreme and intimidating scenarios including jumping of a high building, walking into oncoming 

traffic and falling into a pit full of stakes.  

 

Each test will have it's own space and unique set-up, each equipped with a VR headset, 

controllers and a pair of noise cancelling headphones which the participant will use for the duration 

of the virtual simulation for the ultimate immersive experience. Depending on the activity, other 

equipment and additional technologies, such as fans, suspension wire, the ScentScape and the 

Tesla Suit, will also be used to heighten the participant's senses and enhance the realism of the 

tests and overall experience. 
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THE LOGO 

Since this project will focus on the psychological aspects of VR and how 

it effects the brain, our emotions and human behaviour the project was 

appropriately named PsychVR, 'Psych' being short for 'Psychology'. 

 

 

 

VISUALS 

The modelling of all objects and the environments needed for these VR 

experiences will be carried out in Maya and Epic's Unreal Engine 4 

respectively. After the models have been appropriately textured they will 

be imported and positioned in the environments accordingly. The 

implementation of realistic lighting and reflections will further enhance the 

authenticity of the surroundings which the participant will be able to view 

through the Oculus Rift VR Headset. Creating an immersive and lifelike 

atmosphere is not essential to this project as the main objective is for 

participants to focus more on how they experience the tests. Former EA 

CEO David De Martini argues how visual fidelity is already good enough 

as it is and that "we don't need things to look better; we need the 

experience to fundamentally change" (Brendan, 2013). Having said that, 

realistic graphics would be ideal as it would create a more vivid and 

convincing experience for the participants.  

 

AUDIO 

According to Radial Games' research scientist and tech designer Dr. 

Kimberly Voll, we can "trick the brain into seeing a lot of interesting things 

without those things actually being there" which we can use to our 

advantage (Brendan, 2016). Although the brain is extremely helpful, for 

VR to be truly immersive you need convincing sounds. Tricking the brain 

into believing that what you are seeing is real, even though it's not, 

requires enhancing visuals with appropriate audio cues to ensure the 

brain buys into the illusion. Immersive graphics are certainly beneficial, 

but more importantly you need equally immersive 3D audio to replicate 

the natural listening experience (Lalwani, 2016). Excluding the voices of 

the protagonists relaying the story to the participants, sounds in Psych 

VR are exclusively diegetic noises used to compliment the ambience of 

the tests. To accomplish this I will be using Oculus' audio software 

development kit, Audio SDK. 
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INSTALLATION SET-UP 

Each installation will have its own section which will be enclosed by black matte curtains which 

serve as a way to isolate the installation from all the others. Shutting out the surroundings will help 

create a more intimate and serene environment which encourages the participant to focus more 

on the task at hand. Furthermore, it provides privacy giving one the freedom to experience and 

react to the tests without being subject to an audience, which some individuals can find quite 

intimidating and repressive. Staff members will be stationed in every room to assist participants 

with putting on equipment and explaining how to use it. 
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SIMULATION RULES 

First and foremost, participants are reminded that they are at liberty to opt out of the challenge if 

they wish to do so even though this is already made clear to them beforehand. Once that is 

established, participants put on their VR headset and are safely strapped into any additional 

equipment.  

They are then transported into the virtual world of the test they have chosen and are greeted with 

the voice of the protagonist narrating a back story and an explanation of the situation. Whilst this is 

taking place, participants are free to look around the environment in a 360 degree view but are not 

able to move or attempt to complete the task until they are prompted to do so through a visual cue.  

 

 

 

The reason for restricting movement is not only to prolong the experience and allow enough time 

for participants to establish their surroundings but to also urge them to listen and absorb the back 

story which helps them to identify and empathise with the protagonist. Once notified, users are 

then able to walk around freely by using the Oculus Touch Controllers provided and can proceed 

with the challenge and are given a maximum of ten minutes to complete it. Upon completion, 

users are congratulated and encouraged to undertake the other tests. 
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THE TESTS 

 

Back story: You are in your 30's, married and have no kids. You have just lost your partner to 

cancer and shortly after also lost your job. You are depressed, have had enough and intend to end 

your life. 

Objective: Garner enough courage to jump off the building. 

Equipment: Oculus Rift, Oculus Controllers, Headphones, Suspension Wire, Fan. 

 

 

Back story: You were out walking your dog by a busy motorway. Your dog manages to escape 

from his collar and runs straight towards the motorway and onto oncoming traffic. He then gets hit 

by a truck and dies instantly. 

Objective: Recover the remains of your dog. 

Equipment: Oculus Rift, Oculus Controllers, Headphones, Tesla Suit. 
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Back story: Whilst exploring a jungle in Africa you and your friend get separated. You hear 

screams coming directly from ahead of you. As you start walking in that direction, you come 

across as sign that says: Danger, Traps Ahead. You reluctantly keep moving forward.  

Objective: Find your friend. 

Equipment: Oculus Rift, Oculus Controllers, Headphones, Suspension Wire, ScentScape. 

 

 

WHY PYSCHE VR? 

There is something extremely satisfying in creating something that brings out a genuine reaction 

from the audience and provokes an involuntary response. My ambition for PsychVR is for it to be 

an almost surreal experience that evokes powerful feelings and emotions that leaves participants 

in a trance-like state.  

Observing the behaviour and unique ways in which participants respond to the tests will certainly 

be interesting to watch, particularly if some might not find these challenges remotely daunting to 

complete. Despite participants being aware that the tests are just a fabrication, an imitation of real 

life, a part of them still perceives the tests as being real, making them react to the tests in very 

genuine, humane ways. The emotions participants might feel whilst undergoing these tests, such 

as dread, sorrow, desperation, etc. are still very much real and have real implications.   

This will hopefully stir something within the participants, encouraging them to think more about the 

possibilities of VR improving human consciousness and what it is truly capable of achieving. We 

should all aspire to seek new and innovative ways of creating immersive, influential and 

revolutionary VR experiences and discover whether VR is, as Chris Milk puts it, truly the ultimate 

empathy machine. 
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