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Mercury News reporter Troy Wolverton uses an Oculus Rift virtual reality system as founding director Jeremy Bailenson, left, and
researcher Elise Ogle look on at Stanford University's Virtual Human Interaction Lab in Palo Alto, Calif., Wednesday, June 24,
2015. Consumers will soon have their pick of four high-profile virtual systems from major electronics companies, including
Facebook's Oculus Rift. (Patrick Tehan/Bay Area News Group) ( Patrick Tehan )

Jeremy Bailenson may be one of the foremost experts on virtual reality. But, as he puts it,

he's no evangelist.

A Stanford professor and the founder of its Virtual Human Interaction Lab, Bailenson has

studied VR for 20 years, conducting some of the most extensive research on the technology.

He has a good sense of how VR can be used and what works well in virtual environments.

Bailenson is excited about how far the technology has progressed and sees great potential
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Wednesday, June 24, 2015. Consumers will soon have
their pick of four high-profile virtual systems from major
electronics companies, including Facebook's Oculus
Rift. (Patrick Tehan/Bay Area News Group) ( Patrick
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for it to be used as a more realistic simulator or as a therapeutic tool for people with

disabilities. But he's worried about how it could be abused. And he thinks the use to which

VR will be put in the near future -- games -- isn't appropriate for the technology.

Bailenson spoke with this newspaper about

the state of virtual reality, his hopes and

worries for it, and what he thinks will be the

killer app. This interview has been edited for

length and clarity.

Q: What's the state of VR today?

A: The ability to track movements has gotten

much easier than it's ever been. And the

ability to display using cheap, nonspecialized

optics has changed pretty drastically.

Where it is right now more conceptually is

there's all this money behind it, and it's crazy.

But there's so much energy. I gave a keynote address at the Tribeca Film Festival, and I

brought a version of my lab to New York City, and New York is not the Valley, right? When

those folks start caring about VR, it's interesting.

Q: What kinds of experiences are VR

good for and for what is it

inappropriate?

A: When Commissioner Adam Silver of the

NBA came to my lab, he thought that I was

going to try to convince him that one should

watch an NBA game from VR. And I can't

imagine what would be worse than that.

I've never worn an HMD (head-mounted

device) for more than a half an hour in my life, and nowadays, I rarely wear one for more

than five or 10 minutes. And a two-hour NBA game would be pretty brutal on the

perceptual system. I believe VR's really good for these very intense experiences, but it's not

a 12-hour-day thing.

Q: Why wouldn't you wear a VR system for more than 30 minutes at a time?

A: Even though the newer HMDs like the Rift and the Vive and Morpheus are much lighter

and really comfortable, think about how much time you spend on your device a day. It's

more than six to eight hours, and that's a long time to be wearing a pair of goggles. But

even if that wasn't the case, the real problem is that the visual experience with an HMD

necessarily produces some eyestrain, and that gets fatiguing over time.

Q: But all the new VR systems are being

pitched primarily as game machines,

and gamers tend to play for hours at a

time. Isn't that a big concern?

Purdy: Manchester United vs. Barcelona FC match
-- renaissance faire at Levi's Stadium

See the full most-popular-of-the-day list

http://www.mercurynews.com/portlet/article/html/imageDisplay.jsp?contentItemRelationshipId=6966964
http://www.mercurynews.com/sports/ci_28539033/purdy?source=most_viewed
http://www.mercurynews.com/sports/ci_28539033/purdy?source=most_viewed
http://www.mercurynews.com/sports/ci_28539033/purdy?source=most_viewed
http://www.mercurynews.com/popular
https://googleads.g.doubleclick.net/aclk?sa=L&ai=BXGTXY162VYDVO9PY-QOS64BApoKWywcAAAAQASDO8IcfOABYto-f-sABYMn2_YbIo6AZsgETd3d3Lm1lcmN1cnluZXdzLmNvbboBCWdmcF9pbWFnZcgBAtoBa2h0dHA6Ly93d3cubWVyY3VyeW5ld3MuY29tL25ld3MvY2lfMjg1MzQxNjkvcWE6LXN0YW5mb3JkLXZyLWV4cGVydC1vbi10aGUtbmV3LXRlY2hzLXByb21pc2UtYW5kLWxpbWl0YXRpb25zmAKQTsACAuACAOoCGi84MDEzL21lcmN1cnluZXdzLmNvbS9OZXdz-AL20R6QA6wCmAPgA6gDAcgDmQTgBAGQBgGgBhTYBwE&num=0&cid=5GiIGuucz6he8nDdeFsccam9&sig=AOD64_2hAVz6fvw4IK2kfHc-Jbru1qwU3Q&client=ca-pub-3462608952431826&adurl=http://www.bischoffsmedical.com/


Jeremy Bailenson, founding director of Stanford
University's Virtual Human Interaction Lab, discusses
the work his lab is doing in Palo Alto, Calif.,
Wednesday, June 24, 2015. Consumers will soon have
their pick of four high-profile virtual systems from major
electronics companies, including Facebook's Oculus
Rift. (Patrick Tehan/Bay Area News Group) ( Patrick
Tehan )

A: I don't believe that video games are an

appropriate market for this. Especially when

you get into the highly violent games -- do you

really want to feel that blood splatter on you?

I don't think it's the right use case.

I don't believe VR should be used for hours a

day. I think VR's great for really particular

and specific moments that you try to learn

about yourself and learn about others. Maybe

I'm in a minority, but when these games come out, I don't think people are going to want

to play them for eight hours.

Q: The research you've done in the lab seems to focus on how VR could be used

to impart things such as empathy or concern for the environment that many

people would consider to be positive. But assuming the effects are as strong as

they seem to be, how concerned are you that VR might be used to encourage

thoughts or behavior that are less beneficial or even dangerous?

A: VR experience changes the way you think of yourself and others and changes your

behavior. And when VR's done well, it's a proxy for a natural experience, and we know

experiences physically change us.

I've chosen to focus on the pro-social ones in this lab. I can't look you in the eye and claim

that it only works for the good stuff. I can't. Am I terrified of the world where anyone can

create really horrible experiences? Yes, it does worry me. I worry what happens when a

violent video game feels like murder. And when pornography feels like sex. How does that

change the way humans interact, function as a society?

I'm not a VR evangelist. The technology is powerful. It's like uranium. It can heat homes

and destroy nations. I'm choosing to work on things that I believe are good for us. But

that's my choice.

Q: What's going to be the killer app for VR?

A: I actually think the perfect fit for VR is the quarterback simulator. Most of the time

when I show someone VR, they say, "Oh, I can see how this is going to be really cool in a

year. I can see how I might use that." When Stanford Coach David Shaw put that on, he

said, "We want this yesterday."

But what I want to be the killer app is communication. If I could do really good avatar

communication systems, then we can reduce travel. When I want to do it, I can, but I

shouldn't have to.

Contact Troy Wolverton at 408-840-4285. Follow him at Twitter.com/troywolv.
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