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5
THE IMPACT OF EMOTIONS 
IN IMMERSIVE JOURNALISM

Turo Uskali and Pasi Ikonen

One of the starting motivations for developing the very concept and practice of 
immersive journalism was concern about the audiences’ general apathy toward 
news reporting. As Nonny de la Peña et al. (2010, 298) stated in their seminal paper, 
“An important role of immersive journalism could be to reinstitute the audience’s 
emotional involvement in current events”. As a documentarist, de la Peña was more 
familiar with “emotional literacy” than an average news reporter, for example (see 
Pantti 2010, 176).

Virtual reality (VR) experiences indeed trigger emotions more effectively 
than many traditional forms of media content, according to many scholars (Doyle 
et al. 2016; Sundar et al. 2017; Bailenson 2018; Schilowitz 2017; Evans 2019, 4.) 
Therefore, one of the core challenges of immersive journalism, even still in its 
infancy, is the potential to cause strong emotions, positive and negative, in its audi-
ence. Every novel communication form creates new concerns. Like any transforma-
tive technology, VR comes with significant risks.

This chapter draws from journalism studies, health sciences, and ethics. We first 
outline the contemporary emotional turn in journalism studies. Second, we sum-
marize the results of studies of the effects of VR treatments and other health- related 
issues. Third, we focus on ethical questions in relation to immersive journalism, 
especially pondering the need for possible updates and fine- tuning for traditional 
journalism ethics. Finally, based on the aforementioned perspectives we draft some 
instructions and ethical guidelines for immersive journalism.

The study of emotions is nothing new. Scholars in psychology and sociology were 
among the pioneers, starting with William James in 1884 (Wahl- Jorgensen 2019, 4). 
According to the Oxford English Dictionary (2019), emotion is a strong mental 
or instinctive feeling “deriving from one’s circumstances, mood, or relationships 
with others”. In communication and business studies, marketing has led the way 

  

 

 

 

     

 

 



50 Turo Uskali and Pasi Ikonen

in studying emotions. According to Andrew McStay (2016, 4)  “advertising and 
emotions have always professionally gone hand- in- hand”.

Mervi Pantti (2010, 169), who was among the first scholars to examine the role 
of emotions in journalism, has argued that emotionality in journalism and academic 
research has typically been seen as lowering the basic standards of the craft. It has 
been perceived as linked more to entertainment, tabloid journalism, or sensation-
alism, than serious, fact- based narratives.

There have been several roadblocks to studying emotions in journalism, 
according to Karin Wahl- Jorgenson (2019, 29– 30), especially the professional 
ideal of objectivity, which has been traditionally defined as “the polar opposite 
of emotion”. She divides scholarship on journalism and emotion into three cat-
egories:  1) understanding how journalistic practices are shaped by emotion and 
emotional labor, 2) studying emotion in journalistic texts, and 3) studying audience 
emotional engagement with news (ibid., 30). She concludes that “despite the per-
sistence of the ideal of objectivity, emotional storytelling is, in fact, central to the 
world- making powers of journalism” (ibid., 35).

Good stories, images, and videos have always captured emotions, and thus 
emotions have always been explicitly or implicitly present in many journalistic 
works, especially in longer forms of storytelling, nonfiction human interest stories, 
and TV documentaries. Crisis reporting has also traditionally offered many emo-
tional experiences via photographs, films, and videos (Pantti 2010, 172– 173.)

In a similar vein, Chris Peters (2011) has argued that news has always been emo-
tional, but journalists have not been able to show their own emotions, even in times 
of distress. Furthermore, Peters has emphasized that one of the most significant 
changes with reference to emotions in journalism practice has been that the “diver-
sity of emotional styles, the acceptability of involvement on behalf of the journalist, 
and attempts to involve the audience have become more explicit” (ibid., 299).

By focusing on the emotive influences of immersive journalism, this chapter 
relates to the growing body of research literature that is forming the newest 
turn in journalism studies: emotion (Pantti 2010; Peters 2011; Beckett & Deuze 
2016; Lindgren 2017, 127– 144; Wahl- Jorgensen 2019; Nikunen 2019.) Moreover, 
the term “affective turn” is already in scholarly use (Lindgren 2017, 127; Wahl- 
Jorgenson 2019, 30).

Charlie Beckett and Mark Deuze (2016, 1) have argued, for example, that “as 
journalism and society change, emotion is becoming a much more important 
dynamic in how news is produced and consumed”. Interestingly, Beckett and 
Deuze have not referred directly to VR, potentially the most immersive and emo-
tional new technology available for journalistic storytelling.

The question of emotional manipulation

This shift toward more emotive public communication and media culture could 
be explained by the rise of the internet and social media, which have enabled new 
emotional communication forms and habits (Peters 2011, 301; Lindgren 2017, 128). 
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In addition, mobile phones’ real- time messaging in the 1990s, and especially the 
use of emoticons, i.e., emotion icons, has paved the way for the use of emotions 
in digital communication. Of course, for centuries love letters and other forms of 
emotional correspondence were a common private practice. In that sense there is 
nothing new but the magnitude, intensity, and real- time feedback of the messages.

José  van Dijck et  al. (2018) have used the term “platform society” to illus-
trate how online platforms and societal structures are already intertwined. They 
have also emphasized that the platform companies often bypass old organizations 
and regulations (ibid, 1). Interestingly, they have not mentioned how the platform 
companies have already heavily invested in immersive technologies, potentially 
the next phase of human communication systems (see also Chapter 8). According 
to Frank Biocca and Mark Levy (1995, 127), already in the early 1990s intro-
ductory VR books often described VR as “the next logical step in the history of 
communication”.

Platform companies’ powerful position has already led to some serious ethical 
discussions. For example, Facebook has been blamed particularly for massive- scale 
emotional tests (Kramer et  al. 2014; Jouhki et  al. 2016) and for being the main 
publishing platform of a form of digital advertising that has been called “fake news” 
(Silverman 2016; van Dijck et al. 2018, 49). Increasing awareness and critical public 
debates have created pressures, especially in the European Union, to combat mis-
information and disinformation and to regulate the platform companies (Bakir & 
McStay 2018, 155).

As David Hesmondhalgh (2019, xxi– xxii) has analyzed, there is a constant battle 
between the “doomed dinosaurs”, traditional cultural industries including media 
organizations, and their “crucial frenemies”, the IT industries. He writes that “it is 
increasingly obvious that the new world of digital networks has some extremely 
worrying aspects”, such as in terms of surveillance.

In addition, according to McStay (2016, 1– 3), “emotiveillance” has already been 
tested in reality, for example emotional surveillance by advertisers. In London in 
2015, marketing company M&C Saatchi produced an advert for a fictional coffee 
brand that changed according to people’s facial reactions. It was presumably the first 
time that data about emotions was collected automatically for improving an advert’s 
performance. This improvement was done by replacing elements that did not bring 
enough positive responses.

McStay (2016, 1) has also coined the “empathic media” concept, which refers 
to “technologies that track bodies and react to emotions and intentions”. These 
“empathic media” technologies include, for example, facial coding, voice analytics, 
VR, augmented reality, and wearables. Based on these technologies, the users’ 
emotions could be machine- readable, and this data could be used for influence 
and surveillance (Bakir & McStay 2018, 155). McStay (ibid., 10) emphasizes that 
collecting and using intimate data raises legal and ethical questions, but he does not 
yet offer any answers for this “emotion- sensitive advertising”.

According to Pantti (2010, 178), in television journalism the most important 
question regarding emotion has been “How much emotion is too much?” This 
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is also a valid concern for immersive journalism. As the development of immer-
sive journalism is still only in its early stages and no mass audiences exist yet, it is 
important to start critical scholarly examination about the potential health issues 
and ethical implications of immersive technologies for journalism early enough.

Virtual reality and health effects: positive and negative

Physicians and psychotherapists have been in the forefront of adopting VR tech-
nologies in their work. According to VR treatments research literature, positive 
results have been published already for two decades. These range from VR exposure 
therapy for phobias (Emmelkamp et al., 2001; Bowman & McMahan 2007; Parsons 
& Rizzo 2008; Diemer et al. 2015) to VR treatment for reducing pain (Hoffman 
et al. 2000; Hoffman et al. 2004; Malloy & Milling 2010), and, more recently, VR 
treatments for anxiety disorders (Opris et al. 2012).

According to the latest research, psychotherapists have used VR exposure therapy 
successfully to treat fear of heights (Temming 2018), fear of flying, and fear of 
going to the dentist (Metz 2018). In medicine, VR has had an impact on reducing 
pain (Hooker 2019; Savran Kelly 2018; Bailenson 2018), detecting early risks of 
Altzheimer’s (McKie 2018), neurological conditions (BBC.com 2018), and schizo-
phrenia (Fidelman 2018). In addition, VR experiences have proved to be helpful in 
meditation practices (Garone 2018).

On the more negative side, VR experiences have also been proven to cause, for 
example, the loss of spatial awareness, dizziness and disorientation, seizures, nausea, 
eye soreness, trouble focusing, and motion or simulator sickness (Bailenson 2018; 
Fagan 2018). The term “cybersickness” has also been used in relation to immersive 
journalism (LaViola 2000; Hardee & McMahan 2017).

According to Gary Hardee and Ryan McMahan (2017), there are three main 
theories for what causes motion sickness in VR experiences. First, the poison 
theory argues that during an immersive experience the body misinterprets the 
stimuli as a form of toxic substance. Second, the postural instability theory claims 
that prolonged postural instability results in motion sickness symptoms because 
humans are expected to maintain postural stability. Third, and perhaps the most 
believable of all, is the sensory conflict theory, which is based on an assumption that 
the body does not know how to handle mixed signals or inconsistencies in relation 
to motion and the body’s orientation.

Psychologist and communication scholar Jeremy Bailenson, from the Virtual 
Human Interaction (VHI) Lab, which was founded in 2003 at Stanford University, 
has been one of the study pioneers of how VR experiences could lead to changes 
in perceptions of self and others. He has been focusing on experiments on VR since 
the turn of the millennium.

According to Jeremy Bailenson (2018), people’s VR experiences indeed have an 
impact on them and have psychological effects. Of course, these effects could be both 
positive and negative. VR experiences could encourage empathic understanding, 
often understood as “perspective- taking” or “walking in another’s shoes”. When 
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head- mounted display users immerse themselves in closed VR experiences, their 
attention drifts away from their own bodies. Bailenson also mentions that this has 
been useful especially for pain reduction. On the negative side, he reminds that 
watching and listening to VR experiences could also cause “compassion fatigue” 
that can trigger anxiety, nightmares, and even burnout.

In Finland, we conducted our own empirical user tests on emotional reactions 
to immersive journalism experiences. The first pilot was with journalism students 
(n = 20). Additional focus group interviews with journalism students (n = 27) and 
VR journalism professionals (n = 4) followed. The tests, even at this small scale, 
provided a clear picture of ethical challenges as well as VR journalism’s poten-
tial benefits and pitfalls. Based on our own tests, including nine different mini- 
documentaries or immersive experiences with journalism students, the main result 
was that the same experiences could generate many different reactions, depending 
on the person and their background. Therefore, we can claim that immersive jour-
nalism stories are far more complicated, nuanced, and provide a more subjective 
experience than previously thought (Uskali et al. 2019).

Based on our findings, we can argue that negative motion sickness effects do 
exist, but they vary from person to person. Regarding immersive journalism, one 
important aim should always be to avoid any motion sickness effects. The easiest 
way to do this is just to remember not to move the cameras (see also Hardee & 
McMahan 2017). According to our research, surprisingly many mini- documentaries 
in 2018 still included segments that used 360- degree cameras in motion.

In conclusion, we argue that immersive journalism, when using the VR story-
telling methods, operates in a sensitive emotional area that also needs serious con-
sideration of ethics.

Ethical implications: a need for updates and fine- tuning

Crisis reporting has traditionally regularly offered journalism ethics cases that are also 
related to health questions, especially in terms of journalists’ safety. Unpredictable 
and hazardous work environments have caused the deaths of hundreds of journalists, 
not only in war zones, conflict areas, or catastrophe situations, but also when inves-
tigating sensitive issues such as corruption and other crimes (Carlsson & Pöyhtäri 
2017). Of course, every death of a journalist is one too many, and signals either too 
much risk taking or too little protection from the newsrooms and governments.

Stephen Ward (2018) has defined journalism ethics as the “responsible use of the 
freedom to publish; it is the study and application of the norms that should guide 
responsible, public journalism”. Ethical considerations, especially by photojournalists, 
have often concentrated on the use of violent, cruel, and pornographic materials. 
However, other kinds of ethical issues also exist, such as questions of authenticity, 
truthfulness, verification, and privacy. These are also all valid concerns for immer-
sive journalism.

Recently, more brutal and graphic images have been shared on social media 
platforms than have ever been broadcast on news media. But journalism ethics still 
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matter, and all decisions should be based on ethical considerations and professional 
codes. Journalism ethical standards offer a valuable basis for immersive journalism 
practices, but, we, to some degree, agree with Ward (2018) that there is indeed a 
need for some updates and fine- tuning. Ward has emphasized the need to even dis-
rupt traditional journalism ethics due to “the digital media revolution”. He argues 
that “journalism ethics should become a new, more complex, and conceptually 
deeper, global ethics for responsible communication” (Ibid.).

In a similar vein, Kathleen Bartzen Culver (2015) has summarized this need for 
ethical updates in immersive journalism:

In some cases, traditional ethics contested over decades help inform our 
judgments. But in others, the very immersion itself prompts questions we 
have not yet tackled in journalism.

Culver 2015

Philosophers Michael Madary and Thomas Metzinger (2016, 5)  have already 
warned about the manipulative power of VR technologies (see also Chapter 7.):

The comprehensive character of VR plus the potential for the global con-
trol of experiential content introduces opportunities for new and especially 
powerful forms of both mental and behavioral manipulation, especially when 
commercial, political, religious, or governmental interests are behind the cre-
ation and maintenance of the virtual worlds.

Metzinger 2016, 5, 3

As a senior editor at Associated Press, Tom Kent (2015) has predicted: “It’s only a 
matter of time until VR simulation looks more and more like the actual event”. 
Therefore, Kent has emphasized the need for transparency and also special VR 
ethics statements. Furthermore, he has argued that:

Clearly, journalism’s job is to bring human drama alive for distant audiences. 
But creating empathy is a goal beyond just telling a story. If the ultimate aim is 
to create emotion, a journalist could be tempted to omit balancing or incon-
venient information that could interfere with the desired emotional effect.

Kent 2015

Kent has also started a crowdsourcing project to create a VR journalism code of 
ethics via the Online Journalism Association. At the time of writing in summer 
2019 it only consisted of Kent’s introduction, in which Kent separates two types of 
VR journalism stories: 1) capturing the reality, or 2) aimed at more than capturing 
reality, for example, re- creating an actual news event. He writes: “when re- creating 
a news event that wasn’t captured originally by VR cameras, the ethical issues are 
even greater”. He also wonders whether VR stories including violence could cause 
post- traumatic stress in the viewer (Kent 2019).
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Dan Robitzski (2017) has argued that many publications’ first experiments 
with VR raise new ethical considerations, “not only about how these stories are 
produced, but also about the ways in which audiences experience and remember 
them”. In the first VR stories, audiences were transported to “less innocuous situ-
ations”, such as a war zone or a prison cell in solitary confinement.

Photojournalism ethics, which are based on the notion that the images should 
not be altered, are solid ground for immersive journalism. Another ethical question 
is privacy. As the video captures everything in 360- degrees, it can be challenging 
to hide anything or anybody; everything is on the scene, including tripods and 
the journalists. One can try to hide or edit content afterwards in post- production, 
but it raises the question of authenticity. According to Kathleen Bartzen Culver 
(2015), “privacy is clearly one of the largest ethical considerations for journalists 
with immersives, especially 360- degree video”. She also reminds us that:

Virtual reality that relies on video capture, for instance, poses the problem of 
incidental capture. Imagine an immersive experience designed to transport 
users to a Liberian hospital treating patients with Ebola.

Culver 2015

There are constant ethical ponderings in newsrooms concerning what to show 
to the audience. However, in 360- degree videos and especially 360- degree 
real- time streams, it is harder to make any ethical decisions with that pace. In 
general, people are not yet aware of 360- degree cameras and their capabilities, 
compared with 2D devices. Also, 360- degree microphones may capture inci-
dentally conversations or comments that are not meant for the public. In this 
way, the journalist should behave ethically and consider informing people at the 
scenes being recorded.

Protecting children: What is the right age?

The use of VR by children has created further concern (see also Paura 2018). 
According to Jaron Lanier (2018, 118), “there’s a consensus in the VR research com-
munity that kids shouldn’t get into VR before about age six, and some researchers 
recommend waiting until eight or nine”. The health and safety guide for the Oculus 
Rift and Touch headsets (Oculus 2019) forbids the use of the device by children 
under 13 years old. The guide explains that the headset is not the proper size for 
children, and that younger children are in a critical period in their visual develop-
ment. Children’s susceptibility toward acquiring false memories is another point of 
concern (Bailenson 2018, 992).

In TV news, for example, warnings by the news anchors of upcoming disturbing 
material have often preceded the insert but without any age recommendations. 
So far, The Guardian has been one of the few news media organizations that has 
provided special instructions and age recommendations for immersive journalism 
users. It has also informed its immersive journalism audience that if they feel sick or 
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uncomfortable, the head- mounted displays should be taken off. Furthermore, they 
have been advised to sit down and avoid placing any hot drinks nearby (Panetta 
2016). At the beginning of an immersive experience, such as in 6x9: Solitary confine-
ment, a prison story, there is a warning:

Before you watch further you should be aware that this virtual experience has 
disturbing material and could provoke an emotional reaction. You should take 
this and your comfort level into consideration before you choose to continue. 
You must be at least 18 years old to participate in this virtual experience.

6×9: Solitary confinement -VR experience 2016

Another ethical issue, emphasized first by Ana Luisa Sánchez Laws (2019), is the use 
of children as informants in distressing news environments. Among the very first 
examples of immersive journalism were mini- documentaries, such as The Displaced 
(2015) and Clouds Over Sidra (2015), in which refugee children were the central 
characters of the stories (see also Yemen’s Skies of Terror 2018). According to Sánchez 
Laws (ibid., 1), “the sensitivity required when presenting distressful events is even 
more important when working with minors as the subjects of these events”. Of 
course, permission from the parents or other custodians should always be asked if 
underage persons are to be used as story subjects. This is in line with general jour-
nalism ethics.

Conclusions

It is easy to argue that immersive journalism is indeed a powerful new medium, 
which could have both positive and negative effects for its users. As feelings and 
emotions have entered research in journalism studies, immersive journalism 
represents a new and important study field that needs international collaboration 
and networks. Finally, we can perhaps even start talking about emotive immersive 
journalism, as emotions play an essential role in the closed virtual experiences and 
story narratives.

Even if research on the effects of immersive journalism is still scarce, and the 
user base is low, we can already argue, based on results from health sciences, that 
there is a need for health instructions and ethical fine- tuning in terms of immersive 
experiences.

Perhaps most important of all, there should be minimum ages set for immersive 
journalism. What the lowest age should be for immersive journalism experiences 
is still debatable. Motion picture and game content rating systems could also offer 
some guidance for immersive experiences. If there are any doubts that the content 
may cause psychological harm for its users, special warnings and age restrictions 
should be set. Of course, another question is how to control that these warnings 
are obeyed.

Immersive journalists should not only be aware of their own work ethics in 
the matter of emotive immersive storytelling but also be critically cautious toward 
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possibly advanced and sophisticated manipulation and disinformation operations in 
the immersive journalism form. In ethics, special attention should be paid to the 
questions of suitable content and its authenticity.
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