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Background 

• Term “immersion” to describe engagement in 
activities has become increasingly prevalent.  

 

• However the actual definition of immersion 
has differed greatly between subjects with 
contention arising over what immersion is, the 
mechanisms which produce immersion as well 
as the features that mark an immersive 
experience.  



Background: Competing Definitions 

• Immersion as a feeling of engagement with make-
believe worlds(Coomans and Timmermans 1997). 

 

• Immersion as emotional response to being in a 
virtual world (Manetta and Blade 1998). 

 

• Immersion as the abilities of the technologies to 
give high fidelity experience. (Radford 2000, 
Slater et al. 1994). 



Background: Competing Definitions 

• Immersion as “optimal experience” of an 
activity – Flow Experience (Csikszentmihalyi 
1990) 

 

• Immersion as different levels of engagement 
in an activity (Brown and Cairns 2004) 

 



Background: The Issue of Immersion 

• The Issue: What exactly is Immersion, is it a 
common experience, what factors cause 
immersion? 

 



Examples of Immersion: VR Systems 

VR Systems: 

-Emphasis on the fidelity of experience through 
technology. 

http://www.virtuix.com/ 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=aTtfAQEeAJI 



Examples of Immersion: Video Games 

• Video Games:  
- Emphasise Immersion through a combination of 

Interaction between game rules and User 
 
- Complexity not a necessity nor necessarily 

beneficial. 



Examples of Immersion: Film 

• Film – Presence known as the “Diegetic Effect” (Burch 1978, Tan 
1996) where the viewer (user) observes the virtual world of the 
film as an imaginary space.  
 

• Immersion is by increasing familiarity of the environment to the 
viewer through camera shots, characters and narrative 
(Self+Presence). Deeper immersion occurring when the user no 
longer “thinks” they are watching a film (Smith et al. 1998) 



Examples of Immersion: Film 



Examples of Immersion: Literature 

• Literature – “Transportation effect” (Green 
and Brock 2000, 2002); Spatial metaphor of 
being “taken away” to the environment of 
the book.  

 

• Immersion through the focusing of attention 
on the events occurring in the book rather 
than the external world. 



Examples of Immersion: Art and Stage 

• Art – Immersion through style and 
perspectives (E.g Trompe-L’œil, Frescoes) or 
through emotional invocation (Grau 1993).  

 

• Stage – Methodology of actors to produce 
performances (Stanislavski System 1936), 
Drawing in the audience to be part of the 
performance. (Agusto Boal 1993)  



Examples of Immersion: Art and Stage 



Examples of Immersion: Art and Stage 



Understanding Immersion: Virtual 
Environments 

• Virtual Enivronments 

  - “Fictitious spaces” in which users engage 

 

  - Illusion of displacement to another  
 location (Ellis 1991) 

 

  - Provide the “context” in which activities can 
 be performed: the “Ruleset” of  interactions. 

   



Understanding Immersion: Presence 

• The sense of “Being there” in a Virtual-Environment (Witmer 
and Singer 1994). 

 
• 3 type Model (Heeter 1992)  
 - Personal (Presence generated by self) 
 - Social (Presence from characters in VE) 
 - Environmental (Presence from the reaction of the 

environment to the user). 
 
• Perceptual Illusion (Lombard and Ditton 1997)  
 - The idea presence is when user no longer perceive or 

acknowledge the VE as being “fake.”  
 
 



Presence and Immersion 

• Presence strongly tied to immersion: 

- Attempts to unify definitions of 
Immersion/Presence: 

 

- Representation of Self + Virtual Environment = 
Immersion into the VE (Slater, Usoh and Steed 
1994).  



• Immersion seen as a “positive experience” of 
engagement. 

• Emotional enjoyment / engagement a 
common factor between differing areas of 
use. 

• Documented common experience: Flow 
(Csikszentmihalyi 1975, 1990, 2002) 

Flow and Immersion 



• Mental focusing of attention and motivation to 
produce positive emotion in the task at hand. 

• The more you do the task, the more rewarding it 
is. 

• “Flow...the state in which people are so involved 
in an activity that nothing else seems to matter, 
the experience itself is so enjoyable that people 
do it even at great cost, for the sheer sake of 
doing it”. (Csikszentmihalyi 1990) 

What is Flow Experience? 



Elements of Flow 

• Concentration and focus on the task at hand – Filtering out external 
elements such as sounds and distractions. 
 

• Action and Awareness - Automation of behaviour to conform to the 
features of the activity. 
 

• Loss of Self-Reflection – Individual temporarily “forgets” themselves as 
agents of the real-world to instead take part in the realm of the activity. 
 

• Sense of Control – Feelings of being able to influence and control the 
activity without fear of repercussions or failure. 
 

• Distortion of perception of the passage of time.  
 

• Intrinsic Reward – Participation in the activity is rewarding.  



Conditions of Flow 

• Schaffer (2013) Flow-Loops:  

 

 



Flow and Immersion 

• Immersion as the facilitator of flow 
experience? 

• Immersion as a precursor to flow? 

 -Focus and attention into the task leading to 
flow loops. 

 

 

 



Current Work 

• Does Representation of Self + Virtual 
Environment + Flow Loops = Immersion?  

 

• Currently looking at Video Games as example. 

 

• Chosen as Video Games provide a flexible 
medium over others. 

 

 

 



• Highlighting common features between definitions to 
give structure to immersion. 

• Immersive experiences composed of discussed 
elements: 

- Virtual Environments 
- Presence (Self-Reflection) 
- Focus of Attention (Investment of mental energy)  
- Fulfilling Goals and Objectives (Control of VE) 
- Perceived Challenge; Learning / Development of skills 
- Perceived reward / Positive experience (Flow Loops) 
- Time perception distortion 

 
 
 

Current Work 



• Present ongoing study 

- Users play 2 games and rate experience using 
existing Flow/Immersion measuring 
questionnaires (Schaffer 2013, Jeanette et al. 
2006) 

- Additional information to be gleamed through 
Ethnographic methods of collection 
(participant observation, video coding and 1-1 
interviews) 

 

 

 

Current Work 



• Data currently under analysis but initial 
observations: 

-  Definite link between Presence + VE + Flow 
Loops when describing “Immersion” 

- Time Distortion linked to strength of 
immersion experience. The more distorted 
perception correlates to greater reported 
levels of immersion.   

 

 

Current Work 



• A “common body language” of immersion?: 

 

 

Current Work 



• Analysis of video 

• Ethnographic coding of additional body 
language and behaviours during game play 

• Presenting an “Immersion framework” in 
which to unite the different definitions and 
aspects of immersion together. 

Future Work 



 

• Participants wanted for current ongoing study. 

 

- Contact  Email: j.d.dawson@ncl.ac.uk 

 

Interested in Participation? 

mailto:j.d.dawson@ncl.ac.uk


Thanks and Questions 

 

 

 

Q&A 
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