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Abstract: The aim of this text is to analyze the future of immersive journalism from the perspective of
experts now, in a moment when the initial experimental stage seems to have passed given the smaller
number of pieces being today produced by leading media. To do this, we conducted two focus groups
with 15 international leaders in the field, including both professional and academic points of view.
We asked them about the main strengths, weaknesses, challenges and how to overcome them so that
immersive journalism has continuity in the future. The results reveal few differences between the
views of academics and practitioners, especially regarding the strengths and weaknesses of this new
narrative, which is as versatile as it is complex. Most of them agree that immersive journalism is
still in its experimentation stage regarding its production, although there is a positive perspective
regarding the sustainability of this format in the near future. Both groups agree on the need to
continue testing to understand this new narrative language and insist on the need to introduce this
knowledge into journalism schools, both theoretically and practically.
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1. Introduction

In 2011, researcher Nonny De la Pefia and Professor Robert Hernandez participated in
a conference at the University of Southern California that was focused on the economic
precariousness and adversity faced by some groups. De la Pefia then suggested an idea to
her colleague: “Look at this person. Imagine what it would be like to be standing there,
hungry, waiting in those food lines” (Hernandez 2018). A year later, De la Pefia managed to
materialize this idea in the project “Hunger in Los Angeles”, which recreated the diabetic
crisis suffered by a person while waiting for their turn at a food bank. The researcher and
her group, Immersive Journalism', had developed a complex piece of equipment designed
at the University’s ICT Mixed Reality Lab, which made it possible to recreate this situation
in a CGI environment so that the viewer could visualize and walk through the scene from a
first-person perspective, approaching and moving around the person who had collapsed to
the ground (De la Pefia 2015).

Other works by the group, directed by De la Pefia, have also been well received
and have been awarded and exhibited at numerous meetings and festivals, in forums
and conferences and in museums. In 2014, this group presented “Project Syria”, a piece
that narrates the impact of war on children (De la Pefia 2015). Along with these first
pieces, Emblematic Group has produced numerous features, leading projects in this field
through the use of advanced digital composition techniques such as photogrammetry and
videogrammetry. Two of these examples are “After solitary”, produced in 2017 in order to
denounce the psychological damage that isolation punishment can cause in prisoners, and
also “Greenland melting”, a piece that tries to show the effects of climate change during an
expedition that NASA carried out in Greenland (Frontline and Emblematic 2018).
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Apart from De la Pefia and her team’s contribution, in this first stage, we also find
journalistic pieces produced through CGI (computer generated imagery). One of the first
ones is the “Harvest of change” project, a 2014 piece published by the Des Moines Register
newspaper that recreates the daily life of a family of farmers in Iowa (Dominguez 2015,
p. 418). To do this, pieces were recorded in 360° video, and high-resolution photographs
were taken to recreate a three-dimensional graphic environment.

Another similar project is the one published by The Wall Street Journal, in April 2015,
entitled “Is the Nasdaq in another bubble?”. The feature focuses on the evolution of this
stock index over the last 21 years. A 3D graph of a roller coaster represents this index that
rises and falls based on the values of different companies in different periods.

Finally, in this first stage, the project “6 x 9: a virtual experience of solitary confine-
ment”, published in April 2016 by The Guardian, denounces the psychological damage
that this type of punishment can cause to prisoners (Davies 2016). The viewer is placed in
an isolation cell recreated with the same dimensions and characteristics as those of a prison
in the US and can even hear real voices and sounds.

Although De la Pefia had already been working on this type of representation since
2007 mainly to address social issues centered on the defense of human rights, it was
precisely the attempt to transfer and present the “Hunger in Los Angeles” project to the
Sundance Independent Film Festival that gave definitive impetus to this new journalistic
modality, which she and her team had named immersive journalism just a year earlier
defining it as “the production of news in a form in which people can gain first-person
experiences of the events or situation described in news stories” (De la Pefia et al. 2010,
p- 291).

It was during a conference in which De la Pefia gave an account of the difficulty of
moving the equipment when a student named Palmer Luckey offered to help her with
a project he had in mind: the Oculus Rift virtual reality goggles system. De la Pefa
considered the young man’s offer, and he went on to work in her laboratory. Three years
later, his recently founded company, Oculus Inc., would be bought by Facebook for $2
billion (Zuckerberg 2014).

Meanwhile, on the other side of the US, in New York, Ignacio Ferrando, a Spanish
specialist in panoramic and spherical photography, was observing with Joergen Geerds the
structure that Sony Ericsson had commissioned from the latter to create a spherical video
with one of the company’s telephones. Having seen this, Ferrando had the idea of also
creating a structure for GoPro action cameras to record spherical video in the same way but
with higher quality. Thus began the project of what would be the first rig used to record
360° video, a more accessible and cheaper piece of equipment than those that existed at the
time (Ferrando 2016).

From the coming together of these two systems, virtual reality glasses and recording
equipment, comes a new format that allows narration from real images with 360° video.
Although this recording technique was not new, the use of this equipment achieved a very
significant reduction in the cost of these recordings, facilitating their rapid adoption and
extension to a wide range of fields’.

This ability to represent scenarios in such an innovative way did not go unnoticed by
the media ecosystem involved in the search for new formulas that would guarantee their
survival in a “fragmented and viral media scenario” (Martinez Rodriguez and Torrado
2017, p. 148).

Gradually, some of the most prestigious media outlets joined this way of reporting
events, and, from April 2015, several began to adopt it, especially during the period between
2015 and 2018. The first to do so was The New York Times, in April 2015, with the feature
“Walking New York”. It was followed by Discovery, USA Today, Associated Press, The
Washington Post, ABC News, Frontline, CNET, The Wall Street Journal and Vice News, as
well as European media such as Euronews, the BBC, RTVE or RT and production companies
specializing in this format such as RYOT, Vrse or Jaunt.
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Immersive journalism is a form of journalism characterized by the representation of
events on a spherical stage generated from real images and which the viewer accesses
from a first-person perspective that he or she controls at will, giving the sensation of being
present in the place where the events have taken place (De la Pefia et al. 2010; Dominguez
2015, p. 2; Owen et al. 2015; Dolan and Parets 2015; Doyle et al. 2016; Sirkkunen et al. 2016;
Pérez-Seijo 2016; Sidorenko et al. 2017, p. 103; Hardee and McMahan 2017, p. 4; Baia Reis
and Coelho 2018, p. 3; Gynnild et al. 2021, p. 2). In this new way of creating journalism, “the
representations can be interpreted, experienced and responded to as being real” (Sirkkunen
and Uskali 2019, p. 2801). This correlation between the actions that the subject carries out,
such as turning one’s head and the reactions of the setting, creates the illusion of being
inside the image (Dominguez 2017, p. 5), or place illusion (Slater 2009). In this way, virtual
reality experiences not only feel more real than other journalistic storytelling formats but
also offer the advantage of creating a strong sense of emotional connection to people, events
and places (Suh et al. 2018; Baia Reis 2021; Gynnild et al. 2021, p. 2). Some authors have
linked this response with the ability to generate empathy (De la Pefia et al. 2009; Visch et al.
2010; Slater et al. 2013; Milk 2015; Kool 2016; Jones 2017; Robertson 2017; Shin and Biocca
2017; Sundar et al. 2017; Archer and Finger 2018; Sanchez Laws 2020), although there is not
yet enough scientific evidence that this is true since particular cognitive factors also play a
role (Fisher 2017; Shin 2018; Van Damme et al. 2019).

Immersive journalism with spherical video provides a series of advantages that add
value and distinguish it from other narrative formulas. In fact, before this journalistic
modality even had a name, some authors had already anticipated its advantages. Among
them (Benitez and Herrera 2020):

1.  Theimmersion of the spectator in the event: by putting on the viewfinder, the spectator
is isolated from the real physical environment, and thus they only see and hear
what is reproduced through the viewfinder. In fact, this isolation from the physical
environment can create the danger of knocking into things, for example, when the
viewer walks.

2. The representation of a spherical stage through 360° video with a three-dimensional
appearance and a certain level of depth.

3. The control of the point of view by the spectator. By moving their head, the viewer
modifies the field of vision in a way that is similar to the human gaze.

4. The use of spatial audio. This technology is essential to ensure that the viewer
perceives the sound as coming from the direction in which it is produced.

5. The more active role of the spectator within the event, whether as an observer, as a
character or even as the protagonist of the action that is being represented.

6.  The sense of presence. The spectator can perceive that they are in the place where the
events are taking place and react to them as if they were there, something which, as
can be understood, provides important advantages over conventional narrative.

In Spain, we witnessed a rapid adoption of this format by some media at the beginning
of 2016 and a progressive popularization in 2017 due to the fact that it was then that several
local and regional media began to produce them experimentally (Benitez and Herrera 2018).
However, this production slowed down almost entirely in both large media and digital
natives in 2018 (Pérez-Seijo 2021). Since then, there has been a progressive decline (Lopez
Hidalgo et al. 2022) that has become more abrupt during the global crisis, which, logically,
has not helped either. This type of production raises doubts about the sustainability of
this form of journalism today, one that faces many challenges but which, at the same time,
offers undeniable potential® and opens new scenarios on new platforms (Baia Reis and
Ashmore 2022).

2. Methods

In this context, the question arises as to what to expect from immersive journalism
from now on. This is therefore the general objective of this research, which focuses on



Journal. Media 2022, 3

333

examining the prospects for immersive journalism with 360° video from the perspective of
experts. More explicitly, the specific research objectives we are pursuing are:

SO1: To examine the strengths and weaknesses of immersive journalism.
SO2: To explore what the main challenges are and how to overcome them.

Since our research is exploratory in nature, we limit ourselves to raising a few research
questions, instead of posing hypotheses through formally expressed propositions that
attempt to provide indications about the relationships that exist between the variables
(Wimmer and Dominick 1996, p. 27). To answer each of these questions, we specify
them in more specific ones. Subsequently, to operationalize each of the general questions,
we convert them into an equal number of general variables that we then continue to
operationalize in intermediate variables (Del Rio and Velazquez 2005, p. 61). The scheme is
summarized in the following Table 1:

Table 1. Questions and variables used in the research.

Main Question

Main Variable

Which are the strengths and weaknesses of
immersive journalism?

Strengths and weaknesses of immersive
journalism

Specific Questions

Middle Variable

What are the strengths or advantages of
immersive journalism?

Advantages of immersive journalism

What are the main weaknesses or
disadvantages of immersive journalism?

Disadvantages of immersive journalism

Main Question

Main Variable

What are the main challenges of immersive
journalism and how to overcome them?

Challenges of immersive journalism

Specific Questions

Middle Variable

What are the most important challenges
immersive journalism faces?

Challenges facing immersive journalism

How can these challenges be overcome?

Tips for overcoming the challenges of

immersive journalism

To address these objectives, we employed a qualitative and exploratory methodology
by conducting two focus groups. This technique consists of asking a series of questions
to one or more groups of participants with the aim of gathering their responses while
generating and analyzing the interaction between participants (Barbour 2007, p. 27). The
underlying idea is that interviewees talk about different issues in a relaxed and informal
atmosphere and exchange information with each other and with the interviewer (Kitzinger
1999; Greenbaum 1998, 2000; Bloor et al. 2001; Puchta and Potter 2004 or Hernandez et al.
2014, p. 418). The constant interrogative and comparative method it requires avoids
impressionistic bias from the researcher (Barbour 2007).

In this case, we conducted two focus groups:

1. One to ascertain the views of academic experts who have studied immersive journal-
ism in depth;

2. Another to explore these issues from the perspective of professionals who have
had to face the different technical challenges related, above all, to its production
and distribution.

The concept of expert has been approached and considered in multiple disciplines.
For Skjong and Wentworth, it refers to “individuals with knowledge and experience about
a specific subject, system or field” (Skjong and Wentworth 2001, p. 4). Other authors such
as McGartland et al. (2003) only take into account the number of publications or experience
as the basic selection criteria. For Escobar-Pérez and Cuervo-Martinez, these are “people
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with experience in the subject, who are acknowledged by others as qualified experts on it,
and who can provide information, evidence, judgments and assessments” (Escobar-Pérez
and Cuervo-Martinez 2008, p. 29).

Since the identification of experts is a critical part of validating our methodological
tool, we follow a series of selection criteria, based on Skjong and Wentworth (2001, p. 4),
which imply that the following four requirements are fulfilled (Skjong and Wentworth 2001,
p- 4):

1.  Experience in performing judgements and making decisions, based on evidence of
expertise, e.g., degrees, research, publications, positions and experience, awards, etc.;

2. Reputation in community;

3. Availability and willingness to participate;

4. Impartiality and inherent qualities such as self-confidence and adaptability.

Following the criteria of Skjong and Wentworth (2001), we created a database with
immersive journalism experts that we arranged around two groups: academic and practi-
tioners. In the first one, we included researchers having authored prominent contributions
in leading academic journals and with a well-recognized reputation in the immersive
journalism field. In the practitioners’ group, we included participants with experience in
the production of these types of pieces and who, likewise, have good reputation in the
field. This distinction was made regardless of whether this activity was carried out in the
university or in the commercial sector.

To set up both groups, and after an exhaustive refining process, we contacted a total
of 24 experts through an email invitation, although not everyone was able to participate.
Finally, the group of academics was made up of eight people, and the group of professionals
consisted of seven, in line with what is generally accepted (Krueger and Casey 2000). The
interviewees came from Spain (7), the United States (3), Portugal (1), Norway (1), Colombia
(1) and Brazil (2). In the following Tables 2 and 3, we present a brief biographical profile of
each of them:

Table 2. List of participants in the academics’ focus group.

Surname

Name Biographical Profile URL

Baia Reis

Antoénio

Researcher and professor at the Center for Media

and Communication of the University of Passau www.antoniobaiareis.com

in Germany. Ph.D. in Digital Media with a focus (accessed on 19 March 2022)
on immersive media.

Blein

Professor of immersive storytelling. Ph.D. Cum https:/ /distritoxr.com/cuarta-

Jorge Esteban Laude in cinematography; he has written and pared-vr/

directed multiple VR 360-3D fiction pieces. (accessed on 19 March 2022)

Dominguez Martin

Holds a degree in Journalism from the
Autonomous University of Barcelona. In 2013, www.evadominguez.com
she defended her first doctoral thesis on (accessed on 19 March 2022)
immersive journalism.

Eva

Barbosa

Professor in Contemporary Communication and
Culture at the Federal University of Bahia

Suzana -

(UFBA). One of the directors of the research
Group of Online Journalism (GJOL).

Sanchez Laws

She is an Associate Professor in Media at the
Volda University College, Norway. She had

Ana Luisa -

developed theoretical and practical work within
the area of immersive journalism.



www.antoniobaiareis.com
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Table 2. Cont.

Surname

Name

Biographical Profile

URL

Pérez-Seijo

Sara

Ph.D. in Communication and a researcher at the
University of Santiago de Compostela. Her
research focuses on the study of immersive

narratives.

Sidorenko

Pavel

Ph.D. in Communication and a Master’s in social
communication. Author of numerous
publications on new narratives.

https:/ /1oft360.wordpress.com
(accessed on 19 March 2022)

Lima

Lucielle

She has been a Ph.D. student at the Federal
University of Bahia in Brazil since 2018, working
on immersive journalism.

Table 3. List of participants in the professionals’ focus group.

Surname

Name

Biographical Profile

URL

Coloma

Javier

Co-founder of Zakato, a production company
specializing in 360° video and immersive narratives,
where he has developed and directed a great many
360° projects.

De la Pefia

Nonny

She is an American journalist, documentary filmmaker
and entrepreneur. She is the founder and CEO of
Emblematic Group, a digital media company focused
on immersive virtual, mixed and augmented reality.

https:/ /emblematicgroup.com
(accessed on 19 March 2022)

Ferrando

Ignacio

A specialist in 360° photography and video, virtual
reality and augmented reality. Founder of one of the
first production companies specializing in virtual
reality and immersive experiences.

www.abaco-digital.es/web/es/
(accessed on 19 March 2022)

Hernandez

Robert

He is a professor of professional practice at USC
Annenberg. His primary focus is exploring the
intersection of technology and journalism. He
produces VR experiences under his brand:
JOVRNALISM.

http:/ /blog.webjournalist.org
(accessed on 19 March 2022)

Prat

Claudia

She is a journalist specializing in 360-degree video,
and she has contributed to around forty 360-degree

video stories working for media organizations such as
The New York Times, Univision and Associated Press.

https:/ /webdocc.net
(accessed on 19 March 2022)

Raya

Laura

Ph.D. in Computer Engineering, Virtual Reality
Project Manager at U-tad and a university professor.
She is a member of the European projects The Blue
Brain and The Human Brain Project.

www.gmrv.es/~lraya/
(accessed on 19 March 2022)

Rojas Roa

Daniel

He is co-founder of 3GO° Video, where he works in
the area of creation, production, direction and editing
of virtual reality content.

www.danielrojasroa.com
(accessed on 19 March 2022)

The two sessions, held online via Blackboard Collaborate on Friday 10 December 2021,

were guided by a list of the following 4 questions, aligned with the specific objectives and
research questions of our study:

1.

2.
3.

What strengths or advantages do you consider immersive journalism has over other

forms of journalism?

And what do you consider to be its main weaknesses or disadvantages?
What are the most important challenges immersive journalism faces?
From your point of view, how can these challenges be overcome?


https://loft360.wordpress.com
https://emblematicgroup.com
www.abaco-digital.es/web/es/
http://blog.webjournalist.org
https://webdocc.net
www.gmrv.es/~lraya/
www.danielrojasroa.com
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We followed a dual-moderator focus group, which involves two moderators working
together, each performing a different role within the same focus group. The division of
roles ensures a smooth progression of the session and ensures that all topics are covered
(Nyumba et al. 2017, p. 24). The moderators have a professional background and previous
experience in conducting interviews and this type of debate.

Before proceeding to the debate, and in line with the extended focus group modality,
we posed a total of 4 questions, leaving a minute and a half of reflection after each one
so that participants could think about their answers and thus make the discussion more
productive. After this time, a turn to speak was followed so that each participant could
offer their answers.

The intervention of each of the groups lasted approximately 1:45 min. The language
used was Spanish, except during the interventions of Nonny de la Pefia, who felt more
comfortable speaking in English, although she could easily understand Spanish.

After the debate, we transcribed the interviews, modifying some grammatical aspects
to correct mistakes that are typical of spoken language and colloquial register. After
transcribing the results, we double-reviewed the two sessions again to ensure the literality
of all the transcribed content.

Data coding was accomplished in two stages. Following Nyumba et al. (2017, p. 22),
the initial coding involved generating numerous category codes and listing emerging
ideas and keywords. During the second stage, we deleted, combined and subdivided the
former coding categories. After processing the information, we outlined the findings in the
different results that we now present in a pointwise format (Nyumba et al. 2017, p. 24).

Finally, before showing the results, it is important to clarify some limitations of our
study which refer to the greater number of Spanish authors in the focus groups, to the
undeniable impact that the global crisis caused by COVID-19 has had on this kind of
production that has decreased worldwide and to the need of having VR glasses to visualize
the content, something that prevents reaching a larger audience.

3. Results
3.1. The Strengths of Immersive Journalism

One of the main advantages of immersive journalism is the ability to transport the
viewer to places that are not easily accessible, or are even remote (Blein), which brings
them “to different emotional and physical human geographies” (Baia Reis) by placing them
“in the center of a space, of a reality or an event so that, having the sensation of really
being there, this sensation of presence allows them to better understand a certain reality, to
obtain a more complete image, to put themselves in the shoes of another person or to better
understand a certain event” (Pérez-Seijo).

For Claudia Prat, immersive journalism allows the viewer to be “tele-transported”
as no other medium has done before. The recently presented Space Explorers exhibition,
The Infinite*, exemplifies in a very clear way some of these advantages that communicate
details that might seem mundane but that add so much value to the story and generate the
experience of being teleported in a unique way. Prat considers it revolutionary:

“The incredible thing about immersive journalism is that it allows us access to spaces and
places where the audience can’t be [...]. For example, to go back to this space project, you
are inside the Space Station, and you can see all the stickers, all the details that for years
the astronauts have had in their home living outside the planet Earth [...]. In immersive
journalism, the magic is that you are there and you explore it from your body or, at least,
with 360 video, from your head you can see and read the space with your body. That is
what is revolutionary about immersive journalism and that is surely what has led those
of us who are here to experiment in this medium, isn’t it? It is unique, no other medium
can do it: we have not been able to teleport in this way before” (Prat 2021).

In a similar sense, Robert Hernandez adds that the concept of presence can refer to a
place but also to a person, such as a migrant whom the viewer has never met and only sees
from a distance in the news. And he adds that this is a highly relevant advantage.
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In addition to the capacity for presence, Dominguez highlights other aspects, such as a
higher sensory level and less cognitive effort, which makes it easier to generate experiences
and allows for action. And this connects with the demands of younger audiences:

“For me, immersive journalism has two qualities: one is the ability to immerse [oneself] in
a different space, and the other is the ability to act. These are the two great characteristics
that being immersed in any space allow, and these technologies underline this. So what
are the strengths and advantages? That there is less cognitive effort with these formats
because they are more sensory. The three-dimensionality, the sensory spatiality requires
less cognitive effort [...]. And, if you combine all that with interactivity, then that
ability to have an experience, right? It’s not just seeing or listening and feeling but also
acting. And what is the advantage of this? Centennials are looking for experiences”
(Dominguez 2021).

Laura Raya also highlights the “great leap” and the “enormous advantage” that the
viewer is no longer just someone to whom the news is told but becomes a “user” who can
interact with the information, even if that interaction simply consists of 360° movement. In
similar terms, for Ignacio Ferrando, interactivity is one of the greatest advantages of these
technologies:

“Yes, it is clear that the main advantage of 360 video, 360 photo, of immersive things,
is interactivity, that is clear. It’s not the same to be sitting in a place watching TV or
watching the news as it is to put on a pair of glasses and turn it around or even turn it
around on a cell phone. That’s the absolute main advantage and that allows for immersion
in a story” (Ferrando 2021).

As a consequence, that “ability to generate the perceptual sensation of presence” (Raya)
generates a greater “emotional reach” (Blein), a greater “empathetic connection” (Baia Reis)
which, in turn, offers “a great potential for interaction, a more effective involvement” (Lima)
and a “different perspective from the one we normally have” (Baia Reis). Empathy is also
something that Daniel Rojas highlights:

“I think that the strength of immersive journalism compared to other tools and media is
that it generates empathy, which allows you to understand more about the other person’s
situation, and it also generates a context. It places you in another reality and that allows
you to understand and live that experience. You no longer have to imagine it as when it
is published in a newspaper, on the radio or on television, but now you are living it and
that will allow you to understand the explanation of what is happening” (Rojas 2021).

In turn, that greater emotional reach allows the audience to “connect with the content
in another way” (Sidorenko) and the viewer to feel present within the event and be able to
empathize with the people and the story:

“Whether it’s 360 video or computer-generated content, virtual reality allows you to feel
present and this breaks all the schemes because, really, it's you in the news. You don't
hear it from someone else: you interpret it” (which not only allows you) “to have a better
allocation of information, but it is true that you empathize more with the different people
and with the content that can be followed from there” (Raya 2021).

Sidorenko highlights the opportunity that all this represents today for journalism in
a context in which we are so “powerfully infoxicated”, we “consume in a very nomadic
and rapid way in social networks”, and the disinformation “industry” poses incredible
challenges:

“For these reasons, immersive journalism could end up doing what slow journalism is
trying to do, which is to motivate the person to stop and see, to understand something,
and to comprehend what is happening, and obviously, what this allows is to bring them
closer” (Sidorenko 2021).

In a similar vein, Professor Barbosa points out the potential of these technologies in
allowing journalism to reconnect with its audience:
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“We know that journalism is going through many crises at the moment. One of them has
to do with the issue of credibility, or the fact that the audience is somewhat distant, and
we also have the whole fake news movement. So, this offers an opportunity to recover the
value of experiencing journalism” (Barbosa 2021).

In addition to the above, Jorge Esteban Blein adds the advantage of the “wow” effect
that this kind of technology continues to have:

“I thought it would ve disappeared in these 5 years, but no way! It’s still very much
alive. It’s the wow effect of VR itself, and journalism has to continue using it extensively
because the vast majority of people still haven't tried virtual reality glasses. So that effect
is still there. At some point, the excitement will wear off, just like when people got used
to the cinema over a century ago (...). That fairground feeling. I think in the case of
VR, it’s still there for most people, and well, the feeling of being present and sharing the
embodiment that VR generates is something that I think is fundamental for emotional
journalistic content” (Blein 2021).

Consequently, all of these advantages make it possible to offer “a first draft of the story
that’s much richer if you consider that it can capture all the aspects of a bodily presence
that a person experiences in the events, with limitations and possible distortions, of course,
but it’s like a new layer that’s added to this snapshot of events” (Sdanchez Laws).

3.2. Disadvantages of Immersive Journalism

Among the shortcomings of immersive journalism, some of the experts agree that it
has one very basic flaw, which is the need to have devices that not everyone possesses.
Moreover, this situation affects both smartphones and virtual reality glasses.

“One of the weaknesses of immersive journalism and, in this case, I'll focus only on
immersive journalism that uses virtual reality, is that it needs an accessory, which is the
glasses. If the journalist or media wants the user to have a real, 100% sensory experience,
or the most immersive experience in terms of sensation, then it would be a drawback”
(Pérez-Seijo 2021).

“The glasses are a problem. For example, how do you expect the public to experience our
content if they don’t have the glasses?” (Barbosa 2021).

Antoénio Baia Reis adds the highly physical risk of cyber-sickness or dizziness when
pieces are not well produced, while Ana Luisa Sanchez Laws points to the risk of “sensory
hyper-saturation”:

“The emphasis on sensory experience can create a lack of space for interpretation and
reflection —that critical level of distancing that Brechtian theatre speaks of—. At the same
time, sensory hyper-saturation can be a mechanism used as an exclusive market logic
that minimizes the civic function of journalism. Along these lines, I would add Maria
Ressa’s criticisms of the current information ecosystem, the role of journalists, and the
digital autocracy in which actors such as Facebook/Meta and other social media operate,
and which are currently investing in virtual reality” (Sanchez Laws 2021).

Coloma adds that the productions are very expensive:

“Disadvantages? The high cost of everything. Putting together any small story costs a
lot of money. Those of you doing research know that every time you need to start a new
project at the university you have to ask for huge budgets. I still think it’s a tool that will
be used for very specific things” (Coloma 2021).

Along the same lines, Barbosa mentions the lack of funding faced by many large
journalistic companies, while Baia Reis and Sidorenko point to monetization as another
serious weakness.

We also find other shortcomings related to ethical implications due to the power
of immersive narratives, which can leave the viewer in a situation of great emotional
vulnerability (Sanchez Laws 2020; Benitez et al. 2021). In this sense, for De la Pefia “it’s a
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responsibility of any of us to think that this media has the kind of power and the potential
that it does, and perhaps, re-visit what the best practices are”:

“How do we apply what are the best practices that we have learnt in journalism previously
to this explosion that is going to happen? How do we talk about the fact that, in a situation,
maybe a bomb goes off? Are we going to let people step over the bodies? I think this is a
moment in which we need to start defining what may work, what may not work, and you
have to imagine that future now, because we have not seen it yet” (De la Pefia 2021).

Blein also considers that, in general, VR is so powerful that we have to be very careful
with how it is used because of the emotional and psychological damage that might be
caused by its improper use.

He adds these implications as an imminent risk that could occur in the future, and
thus he thinks it needs to be heavily regulated:

“We know that there have always been ethical issues in journalism. To what extent can
showing an image, or not showing it, hurt a viewer's feelings? Here the issue is not that
it can hurt them. The point is, it can upset them psychologically in a very profound way
if we put them in the middle of a tragic situation, or in the middle of a place that can be...
There’s also a strong factor of morbid fascination. So, if journalism is able to manage the
extent to which it can put the spectator in a place that’s not good for their health and
emotional well-being then... We've already seen graphic images in recent years that seem
to indicate there’s almost no limit, right? Children’s corpses” (Blein 2021).

In more general terms, several of the experts agree in pointing out the scarcity of
narrative and technological knowledge when it comes to producing this type of journalism,
which is still an “emerging and experimental” practice (Baia Reis). Similarly, as Robert
Hernandez argues, “The disadvantage is that it's a new culture, a culture not only for the
user, but for the newsroom as well”. At the same time, Eva Dominguez points out that not
all productions have achieved a sufficient level of quality and narrative, and technological
knowledge is still lacking:

“It's true that there’s been a lot of production, but we also have to ask ourselves how much
of that production had the level of quality and attraction for the audience that made it
worth the effort to watch it in 360. In that sense, I think we have to put ourselves in the
citizens’ shoes, don’t you think? I believe we still haven't done that (...) There are many
people who are producing and experimenting, but this is changing the way narratives are
being produced. We're talking about three-dimensionality. We’re talking about spatiality.
These are spatial narratives and that... we don’t know how to do yet. We're still creating
the language. So those are the disadvantages and drawbacks ( ... ). In this context, there
are many negatives for journalism in incorporating these formats” (Dominguez 2021).

In this regard, some of the experts point out that the media have made several mistakes.
On the one hand, there has been a certain amount of confusion and lack of understanding
in relation to this format, which requires “building a storytelling” and not just “grabbing
the camera and putting videos on YouTube” (Sidorenko). In turn, as the media have been
“somewhat motivated by their eagerness to be the first to try out the technology (...) as a
differentiating value, and to have a competitive edge over other media”, they have begun to
produce this type of content intensely with “an almost daily rhythm”, perhaps replicating
“the logic of conventional audio-visual media”, when in reality, “the conventional model
truly clashes with the unique features of the spatial narrative”, which requires a lot of time
in production, post-production, narrative design and consumption (Pérez-Seijo). The third
mistake has been the attempt to direct this type of narrative at all types of audiences:

“At least from my perspective, the problem with this immersive digital journalism is that
it’s interesting for a niche audience. And what the media have done is promote and sell
this way of producing content as a format that might be of interest to the general public,
which is not the case. Due to their own characteristics, these formats are more focused on
certain audiences, such as those that are younger, due to their greater familiarity with
video games or other types of content” (Pérez-Seijo 2021).
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In this regard, Baia Reis points out that the situation of technological frenzy faced by
newsrooms does not leave enough time for the media, production companies or academics
to assimilate all these innovations in a more structured way:

“I think it's experimental. There are no standards. The emergence of new, associated
technologies is becoming more and more frenetic and crazy. We're just trying to under-
stand 360, yet we already have full blown, volumetric virtual reality. Just as we were
starting to understand volumetrics, now integrated immersive ecosystems with artificial
intelligence are on the way. We just don’t have enough intellectual or academic capability
for all of this. It doesn’t mean we shouldn’t think about it. It just means we should think
about it with the idea of slow (journalism) in mind” (Baia Reis 2021).

3.3. Challenges Facing Immersive Journalism

Among the challenges that immersive journalism must confront, several stand out that
could affect different phases of production. To begin with, Hernandez points to the lack of
knowledge about this technology on the part of some individuals in charge of newsrooms:

“The biggest, most serious challenge for me is with those in charge of newsrooms; those
who have been managers since before Internet, during Internet, during social networks,
and in the cellphone era, who don’t move aside and adapt to the real world. The young
people who are entering the field now get frustrated and go elsewhere” (Hernandez 2021).

In a similar vein, De la Pefia points to the challenge of applying everything that has
been learned so far in immersive journalism to the explosion of this type of content that
will be generated by imminent technological innovations. Similarly, Sanchez Laws asks
herself how the civic role of journalism can be integrated into these technologies and adds
the following challenges:

“The metaverse as a purely commercial space: clickbait, market logic, and the manipulative
potential of technology are all challenges that will be present in the immediate future”
(Sanchez Laws 2021).

Along with this situation, another challenge is understanding the audience, their pref-
erences and their consumption patterns based on reception studies that include quantitative
and qualitative questions: numbers and context, metrics, platforms, mobility, access models
and consumption profiles; “What is this audience really willing to consume” (Lima). In a
similar vein, Dominguez asks the following question:

“Where are the audiences? That’s the question we need to ask. The audiences, especially
the generation we are going to target. That generation is the one that’s Qoing to consume
this technology. They want experiences more than anything else. They re looking for
experiences because they’re sociable, and they use social networks for that purpose. But
it’s through this immersive technology that’s arriving just now” (Dominguez 2021).

Other experts point to the challenge of making technology accessible. For example,
Raya mentions the importance of allowing information to be transmitted through different
channels “because if not, it might be the coolest thing, but only about four people will see
it, and that’s not the ideal situation” (Raya):

“I think that’s the main challenge —how to get there and how the spectator sees it—. And
right now, it’s very limited. The truth is that the headsets that exist now, which are a
lot better than before, are still heavy. They're a hassle (...) Nobody’s going to watch a
football game for an hour wearing one of those. It’s ridiculous. The productions we make
normally don’t last more than 10 min, and that’s exactly the reason why: because nobody
can stand any more” (Ferrando 2021).

Claudia Prat also addresses the challenge posed by the publication of this type of
content on platforms such as Oculus, Facebook and even YouTube, and she brings up the
following question: “Who are we benefiting by publishing all these projects on platforms,
when we don’t know what those platforms are going to do with our data, or the fact that
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they use algorithms in very non-transparent ways”. Faced with this reality, she poses the
challenge of “how to create immersive journalism that is open” (Prat).

To all these challenges, De la Pefia adds one more, which is that of trying to tell the
story without being too explicit, as there are different perceptions regarding what kinds
of images are acceptable: “I feel pretty strongly that you convey a story without having
to be so graphic violent”. Likewise, for De la Pefia “it is so important now to be more
inclusive and critical, inclusive with voices and critical of information”, a challenge that is
also supported by Hernandez:

“We have to be active as well as proactive so we can be inclusive about who is creating
this content. It should not be only the rich (...) It has to be everyone, with all points of
view, empowering all users to create content and tell their own story. That’s extremely
important, so that all people can be present in the future (...) We have to fight to include
that point of view and put these new tools in the hands of all people so we can create
a balanced world with the support of Facebook, Google, Apple, and Amazon, but with
the independence of having the power of your data, your presence, and your work”
(Hernandez 2021).

Baia Reis points to a strong paradigm shift in comparison to the 1990s when the
(scarce) consumption of virtual reality was done in a very isolated way: with the arrival of
certain platforms, “we are gradually entering a space where we can be there, with a very
systematic, intuitive performance, talking to people everywhere”. Along the same lines,
Blein poses a challenge for immersive journalism to “get on the bandwagon of sociability”:

“There’s one thing I always say about immersive media, whether it's AR, VR, or extended
reality. I think they’ll either be sociable, or they won’t. And for that reason, I think in
applications and cellphones, what works the best are social networks(...). 1t is essential for
journalism to also think about how it can jump on the bandwagon of sociability and how
stories or experiences can be enjoyed from a social point of view (...). Regarding this social
aspect, it’s absolutely necessary that in some way, and I have no idea how, the journalistic
profession should try to get its foot in the door and take advantage of positioning itself for
when metaverses and extended realities become a phenomenon, and most of all, a social
phenomenon” (Blein 2021).

Sidorenko also points out that “immersive journalism is faced with the need to evolve
by providing more spaces related to socialization dynamics: forums, meetups, etc. In social
networks today, loyalty and community-building is paramount (Discord, TikTok, Twitch,
Patreon, etc.), and the metaverse reaffirms this need” (Sidorenko).

To a lesser extent, academics also face the theoretical and conceptual challenge in-
volved in confronting a plethora of changes in grammar, codes and even paradigms, which
is a question that “must be investigated in greater depth in order to reduce theoretical
problems and make progress in these studies” (Lima 2021). In line with this idea, Sanchez
Laws points out that for scientists, “the challenge is also to continue with research in this
area despite the downturn in the market”.

3.4. How to Overcome Challenges

When asked how these challenges can be overcome, Dominguez criticizes laying the
blame on the audience for its lack of interest. Instead of trying to “make them literate”,
he proposes another attitude: that of being very humble, simply because “there is a lot of
learning to be done”:

“I think we have to be extremely humble. I think, sometimes, in journalism we have been
carrying out our journalistic profession without knowing how the audience consumes
our content, and what does or doesn’t interest them. Weve been working in journalism
for more than a century using our journalistic instincts, but now we have more metrics.
But even though we’re still a sector that carries out journalism for the audience, we don’t
take the audience into account. So, the problem is not with the audience. The problem
is with the journalistic sector. So, the problem is never the audience (...). We all agree
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that there has been a lot of 360 video production that we haven't even watched ourselves”
(Dominguez 2021).

Within this new context, it seems appropriate to assume that from this point forward,
journalists should always be in beta mode:

“We're there, we're all experimenting, we're all learning, building this alphabet. But it's
an alphabet that’s constantly changing because language is changing, because technology
is changing. So, we shouldn’t pretend to know things because what’s coming is always
going to be like this. Because it’s evolution. Technological evolution. Digital evolution,
etcetera. We're evolving, so we’ll never know everything. We're always in beta mode,
and we’re always going to be in beta mode. And we have to feel comfortable with it”
(Dominguez 2021).

In the immediate future, it is advisable to take advantage of the current spaces as well,
starting “with the little that can be done now within the productive logic of the media. Do
they have Instagram? On Instagram, there’s a fantastic augmented reality platform called
Spark AR®. We should start there, so we can start developing” (Dominguez). And she
continues, “At the same time”, it would be a good idea for the media to make sure they're
present in the new spaces”.

In order to do so, and given the fact that they have structures that hinder “people from
being up-to-date”, Dominguez advises partnering with start-ups and other professionals
who have the necessary capabilities, thereby searching for a way “to infuse yourself with
innovation, and with knowledge that other people have, because it’s impossible to do
highly innovative things if you don’t have people with engineering-type backgrounds,
just to give one example” (Dominguez). Along the same lines, Baia Reis believes that
“journalistic media have to get closer to people who are early adopters. Even though these
people don’t know what’s going to happen in 10 years’ time, they’re already involved in
such technology. They’re already experimenting with it” (Baia Reis).

For his part, Coloma adds university education to the list as another very specific way
of overcoming the diverse challenges faced by immersive journalism:

“We should invent something that could be used in classrooms so that students could
work with devices that are not too complicated, but that would allow them to change the
way of doing things, starting in the classroom. And from there, these new generations
would enter the workforce with knowledge of what immersive journalism is all about.
Because I get the feeling from what’s happening, [...] that if we don’t start developing in a
different way, we’re going to have to wait 10 to 15 years until everything is easier to use”
(Coloma 2021).

“In turn”, he adds, “the media should join forces with universities” (Coloma 2021).
Moreover, with regard to teaching, Ferrando highlights the need to systematically organize
knowledge in the form of guides and manuals because, in his words, “there are no books,
no documentation, and no theory”:

“Also, on the issue of education, and I do see this as important, with regard to universities,
and most of all with the issue of technicians. I've been involved in this since it began, and.
We just learned it by doing. The 360 cameras have been created by a few of us lunatics
who have been making cameras, together with the people I collaborate with, and with
brands that ask for feedback all day long... But we can safely say there are no books on
this subject, whereas photography has many books... It’s true that there are forums and
all of those things. At an academic level, you have to give your students something more
academic” (Ferrando 2021).

4. Conclusions

Our research allowed us to obtain a global and collective point of view regarding the
future of immersive journalism.

We noticed a gap in the ability to transfer knowledge of production techniques linked
to immersive journalism since they are very different from those of conventional audio-
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visual narrative and also require finding formulas to connect with the audience. These
limitations could be solved in two ways. Although there are some contributions based on
how immersive storytelling can be applied (Owen et al. 2015; Doyle et al. 2016; Marconi
and Nakagawa 2017; Jaunt 2017; Watson 2017; The Emblematic 2018), the publication of
manuals or guides that collect a large part of the knowledge acquired by the producers is
still needed.

On the other hand, it seems necessary to incorporate immersive journalism teaching
in universities. In this regard, it should be noted that some initiatives have emerged such
as a series of intensive courses that have been developed as part of a new Immersive Media
BA and minor program at Columbia College Chicago (Fisher and Samuels 2021).

Aware of this initial stage of experimentation, we find a unanimous positive vision
of the future of immersive journalism, whose consolidation will be decisive in the next
two decades.

The results reveal similarities between producers and academics on the various issues
involved. Specifically, we found a strong consensus in the areas of strengths and weak-
nesses. Among the strengths, the interviewees agreed on the importance of immersive
journalism in transporting the viewer to remote places that are difficult to access, bringing
them closer to new realities and placing them in the center of the situations, as if they
were actually there. Moreover, the experts also highlighted the capability it offers for
taking action, and for interactivity, which represents a great leap forward in terms of how
information has been accessed to date, offering a different perspective, greater emotional
reach, increased empathetic connections and more effective involvement with the content.
In the current, multi-factor crisis afflicting journalism today, all of these advantages are of
particular interest.

On the other side of the coin, however, professionals and academics agree that there
are several weaknesses, such as the need for devices that not everyone has, as well as more
specific physical and economic risks resulting from the continued high cost of the equip-
ment.

The fact that the return on investment is not assured means that monetization remains
an unresolved problem, as it paralyzes necessary experimentation. The experts refer to
other weaknesses as well, such as those related to ethical issues (Kent 2015; Kool 2016;
Madary and Metzinger 2016; Aitamurto 2018; Fisher and Schoemann 2018; Nash 2018;
Muntean et al. 2019; Pérez-Seijo and Lépez-Garcia 2019; Sdnchez Laws 2019; Benitez et al.
2021; Uskali and Ikonen 2021), which are exacerbated by the power of this technology.
Furthermore, both narrative and technological knowledge is lacking when it comes to
producing this type of journalism, which has resulted in the media having made several
mistakes, one of which has been producing too much of this content without considering
the complexity of this type of spatial narrative but also by massively directing it toward all
kinds of audiences, when it seems more appropriate to produce specific items with a very
defined purpose aimed at a “niche” audience.

Among the challenges, several were highlighted that affect different phases of pro-
duction: the lack of a culture of innovation on the part of some newsroom managers; the
challenge of applying all that has been learned so far to the next upsurge of this type of
content; finding ways to integrate the civic role of journalism into all these technologies;
and the crucial need to understand the interests of the audience, as well as what they
are truly willing to consume. They also point to the difficult task of making technology
accessible, preferably on platforms that are open and decentralized. Two of the experts add
the challenge of making immersive experiences sociable, and two others refer to the need
of telling immersive narratives in an inclusive manner.

As the challenges are numerous, the strategies to face them should also be diverse. To
begin with, the experts agree on the importance of being very humble, as there is still “a
lot of learning to be done”. In the immediate future, it seems advisable to take advantage
of the current spaces that allow for the productive logic of the media while at the same
time being present in the new spaces, including the corporate XR spaces that are already
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in operation. Other proposals include partnering with start-ups and professionals who
have the necessary capabilities, reinforcing the university-based training and gradually
organizing the new knowledge into guides and manuals.

As future lines of research, we suggest (i) analyzing how users can experience stories
and interact with information, (ii) establishing the immersive narrative rules based on
reception analysis to determine which practices favor greater immersion and (iii) continued
research on the best practices from an ethical point of view, given the great emotional
vulnerability to which viewers are subjected, as stated by experts.
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Notes

Nowadays called The Emblematic.

2 Among them, the tourism (Matyushina 2022; Chang and Chiang 2022), museum (Celtek 2021; Verde and Valero 2021) and
educational sectors (Jones and Callaghan 2016; Pirker and Dengel 2021; Shadiev et al. 2021). It is also being used therapeutically
in psychology clinics to correct certain anxiety disorders such as social phobia, vertigo, fear of flying, agoraphobia, etc. (Bender
and Broderick 2021; Riva 2020). In the field of education, in 2016 Google launched the “Expeditions” initiative, which offers more
than 1000 tours of different places in the world for students to discover and explore with the help of virtual reality glasses.

To promote the good use of this modality, in the book “Cémo producir reportajes inmersivos con video en 360°” (“How to
produce 360° video immersive features”) (Benitez and Herrera 2020), we propose a total of 20 good practices that affect different
moments of the production process; for instance, how to guide attention, how to generate the sensation of presence and good
practices from an ethical point of view.

The Infinite is a Space Explorers exhibition, produced by PHI and Felix and Paul Studios in association with TIME Studios.
https:/ /theinfiniteexperience.world (accessed on 19 March 2022).

> https:/ /sparkar.facebook.com/ar-studio/ (accessed on 19 March 2022).
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