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ABSTRACT | Thankstotechnologies suchasvirtual reality (VR), the metaverse promises
to have aplace forjournalism. Its development, however, isunclear. This experimental
research aims to shed light on what real gratifications (obtained gratifications,
OG) users might gain from exposure to 360° video news stories, experienced with
Oculus Quest goggles, compared to those exposed to a multimedia reportage on a
computer screen. The study analyzes OGs for knowledge, comprehension, credibility,
emotional engagement, empathy, and enjoyment. The gratification reported by
the participants exposed to VR (university students) was that of enjoyment and,
consistently, this virtual content generated greater satisfaction than traditional
multimedia. Nonetheless, the research shows that multimedia news stories with a
strong textual componentstill yield better results in knowledge and understanding
of the news event when compared to immersive technologies.
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RESUMEN [ El metaverso, gracias a tecnologias como la realidad virtual (RV), promete
tener un lugar para el periodismo. Su desarrollo, empero, no estd claro. Esta investigacién
experimental pretende ofrecer luces respecto de qué gratificaciones reales podrian conseguir
(gratificaciones obtenidas, GO) los usuarios al exponerse a historias informativas en
video 360°, experimentadas con gafas Oculus Quest, en comparacién con aquellos que lo
hacen a un reportaje multimedia en la pantalla de una computadora. El estudio analiza
las GO de conocimiento, comprension, credibilidad, compromiso emocional, empatia y
disfrute. La gratificacion que reportaron los participantes (estudiantes universitarios)
fue la del disfrute y, en coherencia, este contenido virtual les generé mayor satisfaccién
que la multimedia tradicional. La investigacion revela, sin embargo, que las historias
periodisticas multimediales con fuerte componente textual siguen arrojando mejores
resultados en conocimientoy comprension del acontecimiento noticioso al compararlas con
las tecnologias inmersivas.

PALABRAS CLAVE: usos y gratificaciones; periodismo de realidad virtual; video 360%
disfrute; conocimiento; comprension; credibilidad.

RESUMO | O metaverso, gracas as tecnologias como a realidade virtual (VR), promete
darlugaraojornalistico. Seu desenvolvimento, no entanto, néo é claro. Esta pesquisa
experimental visa esclarecer sobre as gratificacdes reais que os usudrios poderiam
obter (gratificagdes obtidas, GO) ao se exporem a histérias informativas em video
360 graus, vivenciadas com os 6culos Oculus Quest, em comparac¢éo com usuarios
que o fazem a uma reportagem multimidia na tela do computador. O estudo analisa
as GOs de conhecimento, compreensao, credibilidade, compromisso emocional,
empatia e desfrute. A gratificagio que os participantes expostos & RV (estudantes
universitarios) relataram foi o desfrute e, consistentemente, esse contetido virtual
geroumaior satisfacdo do que amultimidia tradicional. A pesquisa revela, no entanto,
que as noticias multimidia com forte componente textual continuam a ter melhores
resultados em termos de conhecimento e compreenséo do evento noticioso quando
comparadas as tecnologias imersivas.

PALAVRAS-CHAVE: usos e gratificaces; jornalismo de realidade virtual; video
360°; desfrute; conhecimento; compreensdo; credibilidade.



INTRODUCTION

According to forecasts by Bloomberg Intelligence (“Metaverse may be...”, 2021),
the global market for the so-called metaverse will reach $783.3 billion in 2024, up
from $478.7 billion in 2020. The auspicious scenario is explained, among other
reasons, by the bold investments of technology giants to develop mixed reality
worlds -a combination of physical environments, augmented reality (AR) and
virtual reality (VR). Even though today half of the metaverse market is dominated
by the video game industry, the question that arises is which other players and
industries will enter the market and compete for it?

The Reuters Institute for the Study of Journalism seemed to provide part of
the answer to this question, which in one of its trend reports stated that “it’s still
early days but if more time is spent in virtual worlds, at least some of it is bound
to be spent with news” (Newman, 2022, p. 40). Although the report is cautious
in pointing out future scenarios and warns of skepticism among media editors
and reporters in investing resources for product development in the metaverse,
it notes that there are already newsrooms reporting from there. Likewise, for at
least a decade, media outlets such as The New York Times, The Guardian and El Pais
have been producing immersive reportages using computer-generated imagery
(CGI) and 360° video (de Bruin et al., 2020; Watson, 2017; De la Pefia et al., 2010).

The latter is called virtual reality journalism. It isolates users from their physical
world! to immerse them in a three-dimensional virtual environment, of high
sensory richness, recreated with spherical video (180° or 360°), with IGC or mixing
both resources (Paino & Rodriguez, 2019). This type of journalism aims for the
users to be first-hand witnesses of the news event (Da Costa & Brasil, 2017; De la
Pefia et al., 2010), while experiencing different degrees of presence, embodiment,
and interactivity, while a living narrative (storyliving) of non-fiction surrounds
them (Bafa et al., 2023; Maschio, 2021; Steed et al., 2018; Sundar et al., 2017).

The uncertainty about the eventual effectiveness of so-called VR journalism can
be reduced with information from empirical studies. Therefore, the objective of
this research is to examine what gratifications a user derives, and to what degree,
from experiencing a VR news story -specifically with 360° video- as compared
to consuming a multimedia story from a computer screen. In the field of media
effects, this can be investigated by employing uses and gratifications (U&G) theory
(Katz et al., 1973).

1. Isolation from the physical or material world happens with the use of VR goggles (HMD)
and haptic devices or CAVE.



Overall, this article first succinctly describes VR journalism and the U&G
theory; then formulates a series of research questions and hypotheses based on
thattheory and presents the corresponding methodological design; then states and
discusses the results, and finally offers some conclusions and recommendations.

U&G THEORY AND VR JOURNALISM

Vorderer and colleagues (2020) have called evergreen theories the set of
postulates that have remained relevant over the years, with varying degrees
of updating, to investigate the media. These include the uses and gratifications
(U&G) theory, which departed from the classical approach of communication
effects studies that generally inquired about the cognitive consequences of media
and messages on people to ask, rather, about what they do and the reasons why
audiences adopt certain media and messages to satisfy their different needs
(McQuail, 1984; Katz et al., 1973).

Scholars such as Palmgreen and Rayburn (1979) have formulated a conceptual
distinction between gratifications sought (GS) and gratifications obtained (0G). GS
are those close to the motives of audiences or the gains they expect, prior to the
use of a specific medium. Meanwhile, OG are the real satisfactions that audiences
achieve after consumption.

Satisfaction is at the core of the U&G theory. Satisfaction is achieved if the media
and the selected content provide users with a feeling of fulfillment regarding the
GS. If these expectations are not met, there will be a feeling of disappointment
for users and, therefore, they will look for another media stimulus or another
functional alternative that does respond to their needs (Palmgreen & Rayburn,
1979). Thus, the degree of satisfaction is directly related to users’ intention to
continue exposing themselves to a specific media content or to their intention to
recommend it to others (Liou et al., 2015).

U&G theory’s flexible nature makes it particularly timely when studying
emerging phenomena derived from the introduction of new media and
communication platforms (Ruggiero, 2000). In that vein, research from U&G
theory has been done regarding VR and tourism services (Kim et al., 2020) and
the use of AR smart glasses (Rauschnabel, 2018) but, conversely, the relationship
between such theory and VR journalism is incipient. Nielsen and Sheets (2019),
based on U&G, concluded that six audience gratifications, grouped into three
categories, derive from immersive experiences: experiential (immersion and
narrative transportation), affective (emotion and empathy), and agency or
control (controlling the experience and obtaining/simplifying information).



The scholars derived this finding using qualitative research (focus groups) and
focusing on what might be termed gratifications during the immersion process.
Next, Kim and Lee (2022) also identified the following motivations in audiences
to consume VR news from the U&G perspective and using surveys: getting fun (or
enjoyable) information, seeking social or peer validation, and finding useful news
content. Thus, there is an opportunity to advance experimental studies, within
the framework of U&G theory, that account for OGs after the user is exposed to
VR journalistic content.

Itis worth noting that, without relying on the U&G theory, several scholars have
explored the possible effects of immersive technologies. Research that has compared
user exposure between a 360° video and a digital article has reported, in favor of
the former, greater feelings of realism and involvement in the news scene (Vdzquez-
Herrero & Sirkkunen, 2022), greater credibility (Hendriks etal., 2019) and empathy
(Sundar et al., 2017). It turned out to be also a more enjoyable experience and
motivating to re-consumption (Vazquez-Herrero & Sirkkunen, 2022; Van Damme
et al., 2019). However, enjoyment can hinder empathy towards the characters in
the story and their negative emotions (Barreda-Angeles et al., 2020a). Although
there are studies that argue that textual content is more successful in ensuring the
comprehension of facts, there are still no conclusive results (Aitamurto et al., 2020).
According to some academics and journalistic producers, one of the strengths of
360° video is that it helps to understand and offer a more contextualized image of
the news event (Dominguez—Martin, 2015; Pérez-Seijo, 2023).

RESEARCH QUESTIONS AND HYPOTHESES

A number of studies on the effects of immersive technologies serve to
enunciate that some of the potential OGs in VR journalism can be knowledge,
understanding, credibility, emotional engagement, empathy, and enjoyment. We
use the same literature to formulate a set of hypotheses and questions outlined
in the following paragraphs:

For journalism, knowledge is the acquisition of information by citizens about
the constituent elements of a public event (Kovach & Rosenstiel, 2012). Consistently,
research on VR journalism does not evidence improvements in knowledge when
the user consumes this type of storytelling (Jeong et al., 2020). On the contrary,
the elicitation and recall of news details tends to decrease due to the cognitive
overload produced by the multiplicity of stimuli in three-dimensional scenarios
(Barreda-Angeles et al., 2020b; Sundar et al., 2017). Therefore, we pose the
following hypothesis:

HI. The higher the degree of immersion in the journalistic content, the lower
the user’s knowledge of the news event.



Comprehension is the process by which audiences assign meaning to the content
-to the immersive information story, in this case- based on their experiences
and motivation levels (Pérez & Hernéndez, 2014). Even the surfacing of emotions
(positive or negative) favors comprehension (Mundhenke, 2022). Research results
on the facilitation of comprehension in VR journalism are mixed: there are
those who fully ratify its elicitation during the experience (Barnidge et al., 2021;
Dominguez-Martin, 2015; De la Pefia et al., 2010) and those who find no significant
differences in comprehension between 2D and 3D video stories (Hendriks et al.,
2019). Therefore, we prefer to ask the following question:

RQL Does a higher degree of immersion in journalistic content imply that
users will have a better understanding of the content?

Another potential OG is credibility, which is understood as the degree of trust
that a person places in the content broadcast by a media outlet or journalist and
perceived to be accurate and timely (Metzger et al., 2003). Studies mostly show
that credibility in VR news content with interactivity is higher than in cases of VR
without interactivity (Shin & Biocca, 2018; Wu, Cai, Luo, et al., 2021), as it offers
greater tools to dialogue with the content. Trust in full VR news stories is also
higher compared to that reported in 360° video and plain text stories. Considering
the above, the following hypothesis is posed:

H2. The higher the immersion degree in journalistic content, the higher the
users’ credibility towards the content.

If the former gratifications can be referred to as cognitive in nature, the next
two are affective in nature. The first is emotional engagement, a complex system
of feelings that affects both thinking and behavior (Myers, 2004). Although there
is not full agreement on the main universal emotions, a good basis is provided
by Plutchik (2001) who lists eight: joy, sadness, anger, fear, acceptance, disgust,
surprise, and hope. Empirical research points out that emotional engagement is
proportional to depth in immersion (Buji¢, 2021; Sanchez Laws, 2020; Archer &
Finger, 2018). A higher degree of emotion in interactive virtual reality is explained,
among other reasons, by the increased freedom and autonomy it offers (Wu, Cai,
Liu, etal., 2021), as well as the sense of presence it supplies (de Bruin et al., 2020).
Following this review, the following hypothesis is proposed

H3. The greater the degree of immersion in journalistic content, the greater
the user’s emotional engagement with the event and its protagonists.



Empathy, which, strictly speaking, is not an emotion, deserves to be analyzed
separately. Rather, it is a human capacity that has cognitive, emotional, and
motivational dimensions (Archer & Finger, 2018; Janssen, 2012). Research findings
on empathy have varied widely. On the one hand, there are those that argue that
stories in VR and 360° video generate greater empathy in the audience, regarding
the characters, than plain text narratives (Sundar et al., 2017) and, on the other,
those that support the direct effects of immersive environments on perspective
taking and empathic concern (Barreda-Angeles et al., 2020a). Some studies,
moreover, find no significant differences in empathic surfacing between formats
such as full virtual reality, 360° video, and 2D video (Wu, Cai, Liu, et al., 2021;
Steinfeld, 2020)), which would demonstrate that VR does not shorten the distance
between the audience and the suffering of the person involved in, for example,
disaster news (Van Damme et al., 2019). Given the lack of clarity regarding the
direction of this variable, this question arises:

RQ2. Willagreater degree of immersioninjournalistic content entail agreater
empathy expressed by the user towards the event and its protagonists?

Enjoyment concerns the user’s perception of whether the immersive experience
was pleasurable or fun (Venkatesh, 2000); i.e., VR content, even if journalistic,
could serve the person, in some cases, as an escape valve from everyday activities,
to relax and be entertained (Rauschnabel, 2018). Barreda-Angeles and colleagues
(2020a) point out that immersive storytelling enhances enjoyment since it
stimulates the user’s curiosity to explore the three-dimensional scenario and
provokes excitement because of the sense of presence. Yang (2023) emphasizes
thataudiences find greater value in informative content when they have fun with
it. It is suggested, then, as a hypothesis:

H4.The greater the degree of immersion in the journalistic content, the
more the user enjoys the story.

Finally, achieving some or all of the OGs may materialize in the expression
of user satisfaction in consuming a media content. Recently, some scholars have
found evidence that journalistic VR stories meet audiences’ expectations and,
incidentally, affect their intentions to consume similar experiences again (Buji¢,
2021; Shin & Biocca, 2018). Therefore, these two hypotheses are formulated:

H5. There will be a higher satisfaction degree with the content for those users
who consume the VR story when compared to participants who watch the
story in traditional multimedia formats.

Hé. There will be a higher degree of intent to re-expose or recommend a VR
story compared to a multimedia story.
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METHOD

This research is quantitative and uses the experiment as a method, one
of the most internally valid techniques for the study of the media and its
effects on audiences.

Call and distribution of participants

Students from academic programs at the Universidad de La Sabana in Colombia
were invited to participate in the experiment by e-mail. In exchange for their
participation in the experiment, which lasted approximately two hours, they
were given a voucher.

Twenty-nine students, between 17 and 22 years of age, responded to the
invitation. Sixteen females and 13 males, mostly undergraduate students of
Communication. A pretest showed that 62% (N=18) of the students said they
consume news frequently or very frequently; 79% (N=23) indicated they were
interested or very interested in issues of historical memory; 86% (25) said they
were not at all or not very familiar with the use of VR glasses. The 29 youth were
randomly distributed into two groups:

« Experimental group (R1): the 17 subjects in this group received the stimulus:
a VR journalistic content.

« Control group (R2): the 12 subjects were not exposed to VR; they
consumed a multimedia story.

Stimulus

The journalistic story of the experimental stimulus was the 360° video reportage
titled Auschwitz, la lucha por preservar la memoria del horror (Auschwitz, the struggle
to preserve the memory of horror) (https://bit. ly/40ow2bQ). The video, produced
by El Pafs of Spain, is 5:30 minutes long and was published on YouTube VR on
November 18, 2017. The journalistic story gives an account of the restoration process
of the museum built in the Nazi concentration camps. The other material used,
without VR, was a multimedia story titled the same way, combining electronic
text and several color photographs, published on November 29 on the El Pais web
portal (https://bit.ly/3TQuUvc).

Procedure

The experiment was conducted on September 13, 2022 in the two television
studios of the Universidad de La Sabana, which have similar conditions. The
laboratories are soundproofed against external noise, which creates an interference-
free environment and recreates a natural media consumption environment. All
participants were instructed on the purposes of the research. Students in the R1
experimental group watched the 360° video using Oculus Quest VR goggles in



the first study. The young people in the control group R2 simultaneously viewed
the multimedia story on laptop screens set up in the second study. After being
assigned to a group, the subjects had no contact to avoid contamination during
the experimental exercise and data collection.

Independent and dependent variables

In this research, the independent variable (X) is the immersion degree, which
isunderstood as “a form of awareness, the degree of which reflects the intensity of
their cognitive, emotional, and sensory connection” with the journalistic content
(Shin & Biocca, 2018, p. 2817). In the case of 360° video (observed with VR glasses),
the depth of immersion is greater, while in multimedia reportage the degree of
immersion is almost zero.

We generated eight constructs that served as dependent variables (Y), with
internal validity of the variables and their corresponding measurement scales,
since the constructs reached Cronbach’s alpha coefficients above 0.60 and 0.70,
which are considered scientifically acceptable values (van Griethuijsen et al., 2015).
Only one of the scales (empathy) has alpha values below 0.60; however, we will
report its results as they are of paramount interest for research and, in some
cases, such value may be considered acceptable by some scholars (Pallant, 2020;
Tuapanta et al., 2017).

Y1. Knowledge. This variable was measured with the five basic elements on
which a news event is constructed (Wu, Cai, Luo, et al., 2021): what, who, how,
where, and when (e.g., what objects of the victims did the Soviet soldiers find in
the Auschwitz camps when they liberated them from Nazi rule?). The answers
were operationalized dichotomously as Right or Wrong. However, Cronbach’s alpha
reliability test suggested considering only three of the questions and dispensing
with two of them (who and how) (Cronbach’s a=0.72; M=0.7; SD=0.3).

Y2. Understanding. The construct was comprised of four statements measured
on a Likert scale of 1 to 5, where 1 meant strongly disagree and 5 meant strongly
agree. The items were written based on the work of Hendriks and colleagues (2019),
with some adaptations (e.g., I could easily follow the sequence or thread of events)
(Cronbach a=0.75; M=3.9; SD=0.7).

Y3. Content credibility. Five items were measured with a Likert scale from 1 to
5 (e.g., The content of the news story was accurate). The statements were self-
developed, based on Yale and colleagues’ (2015) journalistic credibility studies
(Cronbach a=0.71; M=4.1; SD=0.5).



Y4. Enjoyment. The construct included six statements from the work of Ibafiez-
Sdnchez and colleagues (2022) (e.g., The news story was fun). The items were
evaluated with the same Likert scale from 1to 5 (Cronbach a=0.77; M=4.0; SD=0.6).

Y5. Empathy. For this construct, three statements, rated on a Likert scale from
1to 5, proposed by Archer and Finger (2018), were used, with researchers’ own
adjustments (e.g., I feltasif I was in the shoes of the Jews in Auschwitz) (Cronbach
a=0.520; M= 4.3; SD=0.6).

Y6. Emotional engagement. On the one hand, we designed four items around
negative emotions (sadness, fear, anger, and disgust) (e.g., When consuming
the news story I felt sadness -sensation of losing something or someone) and,
on the other, four other items were formulated for positive emotions (joy,
acceptance, surprise, and hope) (e.g., When consuming the news story I felt
joy -general feeling of wellbeing). On these last statements, the reliability test
suggested eliminating those related to acceptance and hope. The construct was
elaborated by the researchers inspired by Plutchik’s (2001) theory of emotions. All
statements were measured with a Likert scale from 1to 5 (a=0.66; M=3.9; SD=0.7).
For positive emotions, the Speraman and Brown test was applied for two items
(SpearmanBrown=0.60; M=3.0; SD=1.1).

Y7. Satisfaction. The construct was measured with two statements based
on Bhattacherjee (2001) and Shin and Biocca (2018) (e.g.: How well did the
news story satisfy your initial expectations?). The items were rated on a
Likert scale from 1 to 5, where 1 was totally dissatisfied and 5, totally satisfied
(SpearmanBrown=0.80; M=4.2; SD=0.6).

Y8. Continuity of use. Two statements were used to measure this variable, based
on the literature of Shin and Biocca (2018) and Ibéfiez-Sdnchez and colleagues
(2022) (e.g., How likely would you be to continue to be exposed to similar news
stories using technologies such as those employed today?). Items were rated on a
Likert scale of 1 to 5, where 1 was very unlikely and 5, totally likely (Spearman-
Brown=0.94; M=4.6; SD=0.7).

Data collection and processing

To collect the information resulting from the experiment, we used a survey
(post-test) that grouped the different sets of questions agreed upon to inquire
about the gratifications. The questionnaire was answered by the students by
accessing an online form in Microsoft Forms. The results were imported into
SPSS to run the analyses.
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RESULTS

One of the purposes of communication studies focused on the effects of
messages on audiences is to check whether or not people acquire knowledge about a
specific topic after consuming an informative content. In this regard, this research
shows that the members of the control group, exposed to the multimedia special,
reported a higher degree of knowledge (M=0.86, SD=0.22) than the members
of the experimental group, exposed to the VR story (M=0.59, SD=0.27). These
differences between the two groups (experimental and control) were statistically
significant after an analysis of variance [t(27)=-2.82, p<0.01]. Hypothesis 1, which
stated that users exposed to immersive VR journalistic content would gain less
knowledge than users consuming multimedia formats, proved to be true. On the
contrary, the credibility of the information showed no difference between people
who watched the multimedia special (M=4.07; SD=0.52) and the VR reportage
(M=4.07; SD=0.58). H2 is thus rejected.

Emotional engagement, on the other hand, was different between members
of one group and the other, even though it did not prove statistically significant.
In fact, those participants who watched the VR story felt more negative emotions
(M=4.08; SD=0.63) than those who consumed the multimedia special (M=3.72;
SD=0.72) [t(27)=-1.40; p>0.05]. On the contrary, those who watched the multimedia
special reported more positive emotional engagement (M=3.11; SD=1.12) than those
exposed to the VR product (M=2.79; SD=1.17) [t(27)=0.75; p>0.05]. Thus, hypothesis
3 was rejected as it did not reach statistical significance.

Enjoyment is one of the gratifications obtained by audiences that arouses the
interest of journalism researchers. In that regard, a t-testaimed at understanding
the differences in the mean between the control and experimental groups showed
that people who consumed the VR content reported a higher degree of enjoyment
(M=4.26; SD=0.47) than those who were exposed to the multimedia special (M=3.66;
SD=0.74), and those differences were statistically significant [t(27)=2.666; p<.05].
Thus, H4 is confirmed.

Regarding people’s assessment of satisfaction with the expectation generated by
the technology and content, the results show that students in the VR experimental
group confirmed higher satisfaction (M=4.41; SD=0.56) than the young people who
watched the multimedia special (M=4; SD=0.64). A t-test of variance validated
H5 [t(27)=1.83; p<0.08].

Academic literature shows that satisfaction is directly related to and moves
in the same direction as the intention to use the technology or consume similar
content in the future. Indeed, this experiment corroborates a difference in the
mean favoring the experimental group exposed to VR (M=4.76; SD=0.59) versus
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those who viewed the multimedia special (M=4.37; SD=0.77), but further analysis of
variance found that these differences in the mean were not significant [t(27)=1.54;
p>0.05]. H6 is therefore partially confirmed.

Questions 1 and 2 inquired about the ability of VR journalism to positively
reward audience understanding and empathy. In this regard, the research shows
that although there are differences in the mean between the control group
(M=4.08; SD=0.80) and the experimental group (M=3.73; SD=0.63) concerning
the comprehension of the journalistic event, these disparities between the two
groups are not statistically significant [t(27)=-1.31; p>0.05].

Finally, this research sought to understand whether empathy was a determinant
variable in the consumption of information in VR formats. Counterintuitively, the
differences found in the mean of the control group were higher (M=4.44; SD=0.5)
than those reported by the experimental group exposed to VR (M=4.2; SD=0.73).
A t-test revealed, however, that the differences between the two groups were not
significant [t(27)=-1.02; p>.05].

DISCUSSION

The findings of this research on the decline in knowledge acquisition regarding
news events recreated with VR are consistent with those of other scholars
(Jeong et al., 2020; Sundar et al., 2017). Everything suggests that the amount of
audiovisual stimuli offered by a 360° video, such as exploring the Auschwitz camps,
detracts from the user’s ability to absorb the key information about a news event,
including the museum'’s restoration work. In fact, the so-called novelty effect of
the technology may have played a role in the decreased knowledge (Greber et al.,,
2023) of the group, most of whom reported little or no familiarity with VR glasses.
In contrast, multimedia formats combining text and photographs corresponded
with traditional information assimilation. This finding is consistent with previous
studies showing that those media or platforms that offer stories with linear and
structured cognitive elements allow audiences to retain information more easily
than those that employ psychedelia, multiplicity of stimuli, or multitasking
(e.g., second screening).

In addition, no significant differences were found regarding the degree of
credibility when the user consumes VR content compared to a multimedia special.
This raises concern because the journalistic industry expects immersive narratives
to be part of the solution to the problem of audience distrust in news information
(Pérez Seijo & Vicente, 2022). Cognitive gratifications seem, then, not to be precisely
those that are satisfied with the inclusion of 360° video in the journalistic record.
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However, Pérez-Seijo and colleagues (2022) warn that the differential value
of 360° video is not precisely to provide substantial information, but to offer
the user the sensation of being transported to the place where the events took
place. In this regard, and as Glasser (2000) also points out, the consumption of
journalistic stories cannot be explained solely by rational motivations. Audiences,
as challenging as it may sound, come to the news also for enjoyment. The results
of the study support that postulate, as those who experienced the story in VR
reported greater enjoyment than those who consumed the multimedia story. This
is consistent with research that has proven that better immersion conditions lead
to better enjoyment rates (Hendriks et al., 2019; Van Damme et al., 2019), and this
is mediated or influenced by the presence or psychological sensation of being on
the scene (Barreda-Angeles et al., 2020b; Hendriks et al., 2019).

While enjoyment seems to be an element of fiction and video games, studies
in hybrid digital environments show that users value novel formats that allow
them to easily understand complex ideas. For example, during the COVID-19
pandemic, online media and disinformation fact-checkers tried edutainment
stories and graphic formats such as memes and short social videos to help citizens
understand the importance of getting vaccinated in a fun way. VR journalism
can become a technology that motivates users to seek pleasure while consuming
immersive news, making journalism a complex pairing of utility-hedonism
(Kim & Lee, 2022). VR opens avenues for further research on its potential as an
informative tool, specifically in contexts such as Latin America, where social
networks have a high penetration and audiences seem to have become used to
the characteristics of the network.

Additionally, because of the nature of the 360° video selected for this experiment
would seem to be contrary to the users’ enjoyment itself, since it addressed the
history of the Nazi concentration camps, and if this study found significant
differences in the enjoyment of the VR piece versus the multimedia special on
such a lurid subject matter, we predict that the user’s experience of enjoyment
is going to be much greater if the main theme of the piece is positive. A concern
for Barreda-Angeles and colleagues (2020a) is that enjoyment may conflict with
empathy due to the news topic being addressed. A painful event, in theory, such
as what happened in Auschwitz, should not encourage hedonism, but empathy.
However, it is quite possible that what triggered the user’s enjoyment, understood
as pleasure or escapism, was the spherical aesthetics of the 360° video or the
opportunity to travel to the Nazi concentration camps. An idea that makes more
sense when it is pointed out that, although without significant differences, people
exposed to the VR story said they identified mostly with negative emotions (sadness,
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fear, anger, and disgust), which is logical since the story narrates the thousands
of murders and humiliations to which the Jews were victims.

Regarding emotional rewards and empathy, this research, like others (Wu,
Cai, Luo, et al., 2021; Steinfeld, 2020), shows that the affective domain remains
difficult to disentangle for journalism, as no statistically significant differences
are identified between formats with different immersion degrees. This ratifies
the value of quantitative-experimental exercises to verify and problematize the
findings of qualitative research such as that of Nielsen and Sheets (2019) which,
through focus groups, had established and affirmed that both emotions (positive
or negative) and empathy were OGs of immersive journalism. One reason that
may explain the difficulty in achieving definitive results on the affective benefits
of VR news content is that they are conditioned by users’ social and personal
contexts and convictions (Shin & Biocca, 2018). The development of empathy and
emotionality could be conditioned by cultural, geographical and time proximity.
Being a special with a historical approach that recreates a distant moment in
time and space, for young Colombians, empathy towards those who suffered the
concentration camp would be affected by that distance.

At the beginning, we pointed out how important positivity in the U&G theory
is for the audiences’ feeling that media content offers an answer to their needs.
In that regard, the results are equally consistent with the findings of Ib4fiez-
Sénchez and colleagues (2022): perceived enjoyment is a driver of satisfaction.
This feeling of fulfillment will be fundamental in the future for the adoption and
appropriation of VR in the journalistic field (Buji¢, 2021). This process should be
enriched by the users’ intention to continue exposing themselves to VR stories
and to recommend them to their acquaintances; however, this purpose did not
clearly emerge in the research, perhaps not for lack of interest in the type of
immersive storytelling but because, after story consumption, the subject matter
may, again, have proved culturally and geographically distant for the students
who integrated the experiment.

CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

At the beginning of the paper we stressed, following the previous guidelines
of Sundar and Limperos (2013), that each new technology, such as VR, stimulates
the shaping of a unique gratification package. We hope to have contributed to
this field with this research, knowing that much systematic study of audiences
is still needed to further investigate whether immersive journalistic content
really fits their communication needs (Watson, 2017) or sought gratifications (GS)
and to solve the question asked by Nielsen and Sheets (2019) on whether or not
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users perceive an added informational value in VR compared to other traditional
information formats.

This study is relevant because it shows how enjoyment and satisfaction are
gratifications obtained (OG) by users that could generate a greater engagement of
audiences towardsjournalistic and documentary stories, in an era of information
overabundance, in which the currency of exchange turns out to be the attention
of users and in which the avoidance of information for reasons of overload and
pressures on mental health is growing, as reported by various studies of digital
consumption (Newman et al., 2023).

On the other hand, there is the challenge for these immersive technologies
(VR, AR and mixed, for example) and for newsrooms (and their professionals) on
how to replace the potential of text and multimedia when teaching/illustrating
about journalistic facts. Indeed, this research shows the limitation in knowledge
acquisition with VR journalistic products and what happens with the next
cognitive process -comprehension- is unclear. It may be that, as users become
more familiar with immersive devices over time, knowledge and comprehension
improve. Consideration should also be given to how virtual products are being
designed from the narrative and the informational and sensory load they provide,
and how this blocks the natural cognitive processes that people execute when it
comes to more complex thinking tasks.

This research was exclusively focused on OGs, but it is fundamental to advance
in the study of these rewards in dialogue with the GSs. The aim is to verify what
coherences and discrepancies exist between what audiences expect from VR news
content, prior to immersing themselves in it, and the actual rewards they get after
enjoying the technology. Moreover, the gratifications offered to the user by VR
on account of its own technological affordances (Sundar & Limperos, 2013) could
also be analyzed (Sundar & Limperos, 2013).

Finally, these research results should be interpreted with caution. They have
the limitation of having been obtained after experimenting with only a few people,
although there is no compulsory number recommended by methodologists in
scientific experiments. Similarly, the experiment was conducted with university
students; their age and interests could have influenced why enjoyment gratification
performed better than for example, comprehension and credibility variables. The
topic of the story used as a stimulus may also have played a role; this will have to
be varied in future research.
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