
PhD Project Using Virtual Reality
Rebecca Reece 

Supervisors: Dr Chris Alford (UWE), Dr Issy Bray (UWE), Dr Lewis 
Elliott (Exeter)



Comparing methods of exposure to urban 
environments and their effect on enhancing 

mental wellbeing



How can urban 
environments be 
optimized for 
mental health 
benefits?

Research states the benefits of natural environments 
on mental health, with support from Attention 
Restoration Theory.

83% of UK population living in urban areas. Research 
has found that urban environments can have a 
negative effects on wellbeing…

…but research by Bornioli et al (2018) suggests that 
exposure to historic and modern urban environments 
can also benefit wellbeing. 

What about populations that cannot access outdoor 
environments?



The aims of my 
PhD

3. To pilot the effectiveness of a virtual 
reality intervention for this population. 

2.  To explore the potential to use such 
technology and stimuli for the benefit of 
elderly populations with limited mobility. 

1. To identify optimal urban environments 
which could confer similar benefits in 

immersive virtual reality (IVR) to real life. 



Does exposures to immersive virtual reality (IVR) provide 
similar health benefits to real-world exposure? 

How does exposure to urban-green/urban-blue/urban-
historic environments effect mental wellbeing?

Is IVR feasible and acceptable adjunct intervention for 
improving the quality of life in elderly residential settings? 

Does IVR provide mental health benefits in a sample of 
elderly people in residential settings? 
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Research Questions



3 x 3 experimental design



Measures

Self-reported mood and 
wellbeing EEG

Physiological measures 
(skin conductance, heart 
rate)

Qualitative interviews



Using IVR as part of a healthcare initiative. 

Elderly populations who are unable to go outdoors.

Could reduce stress and improve quality of life. 

Inform a larger follow-on study. 

Pilot study



Larger follow-on study

Pilot study to inform larger follow-on study. 

Using IVR as a healthcare initiative for the elderly population and 
populations with limited mobility. 

Also facilitated at St Monica Trust. 



Ethical Considerations

Mental wellbeing is a sensitive topic for participants to talk 
about. 

IVR – cybersickness, elderly populations aversion to the 
technology. 

Practicality of EEG with this population. 

The experience of IVR will be made as comfortable and user-
friendly as possible.



Any questions?
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