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ABSTRACT
While multiple studies suggest that female-identified participants
are more likely to experience cybersickness in virtual reality (VR),
our systematic review of 71 eligible VR publications (59 studies
and 12 surveys) pertaining to gender and cybersickness reveals a
number of confounding factors in study design (e.g., a variety of
technical specifications, tasks, content), a lack of demographic data,
and a bias in participant recruitment. Our review shows an ongoing
need within VR research to more consistently include and report
on women’s experiences in VR to better understand the gendered
possibility of cybersickness. Based on the gaps identified in our
systematic review, we contribute study design recommendations
for future work, arguing that gender considerations are necessary
at every stage of VR study design, even when the study is not ‘about’
gender.

CCS CONCEPTS
•Human-centered computing→HCI design and evaluation
methods; Virtual reality; • Social and professional topics →
Gender.

KEYWORDS
gender, sex, cybersickness, simulator sickness, virtual reality, virtual
environments, systematic review
ACM Reference Format:
Cayley MacArthur, Arielle Grinberg, Daniel Harley, and Mark Hancock.
2021. You’re Making Me Sick: A Systematic Review of How Virtual Reality
Research Considers Gender & Cybersickness. In CHI Conference on Human
Factors in Computing Systems (CHI ’21), May 8–13, 2021, Yokohama, Japan.
ACM,NewYork, NY, USA, 16 pages. https://doi.org/10.1145/3411764.3445701

1 INTRODUCTION
For decades, research into virtual reality (VR) has provided evidence
that women may be disproportionately affected by the negative
symptoms of cybersickness [47, 78, 81], ranging from discomfort to
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the possibility of an emetic response. Research into cybersickness
follows a longer history into simulator sickness1, which also pro-
vides preliminary evidence that women may be more susceptible
to the possible negative effects of VR. Despite this long history, cy-
bersickness remains an unsolved problem for VR, and the apparent
link between cybersickness and women across VR research has not
been systematically studied or validated. With the recent release
of relatively low-cost consumer head-mounted displays (HMDs),
there is an increased availability and access to VR technologies,
both for the public and for the research community. VR technolo-
gies and applications impact a wide variety of domains [23, 54],
with early evidence suggesting a range of prosocial benefits [28, 68].
Yet the possibility of negative symptoms remains a consistent and
often overlooked concern. Given the persistent unknowns about
the safety or risks associated with VR, it is crucial that more com-
prehensive and/or targeted study design methods and practices are
developed to better understand the relationship between gender
and cybersickness. With an initial focus on human-computer inter-
action (HCI), we propose to examine how VR research accounts for
the possible gendered effects of cybersickness. We then ask how
we might leverage lessons learned from these publications in order
to better understand the possible relationship between VR, gender,
and cybersickness. If VR is to live up to its promise as a technology
for ‘everyone’ [65, 88], it is integral to find ways to ensure that it
does not exclude by design.

We present a systematic review of literature that comments on
the connections between gender, cybersickness, and VR in order
to propose equitable study design guidelines for VR. Our system-
atic review is informed by our preliminary review of CHI 2019 VR
papers that shows that considerations for participant gender are
inconsistent and underreported. Expanding this search, our system-
atic review of 71 eligible VR publications (59 studies and 12 surveys)
draws on literature across a variety of related fields (health, human
factors, psychology, and so on) in order to derive more generalizable
recommendations for study design and to better understand the
1The terms simulator sickness and cybersickness were often used interchangeably over
the course of our review, but they are not the same: cybersickness pertains to the
discomfort felt during or after using a virtual environment (VE), with approximately
three times the severity and a different symptom profile to simulator sickness, which
pertains to simulator environments [47, 84]. We also encountered attributions of
sickness to both gender and sex in our review. Given that the standard manner of
establishing participant gender is by self-report, we use gender in our work to reflect
and respect the identity disclosed by participants.
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relationship between gender and cybersickness. It should be noted
that our systematic review is unlike other traditional systematic
reviews. Our findings reveal that most VR studies within HCI do
not report on gender effects, so we were unable to provide statis-
tical analyses on our topics of interest. This does, however, show
the need within the VR community to acknowledge the gendered
effects on cybersickness. We argue that with the possibility of a
gendered susceptibility to cybersickness, the VR community must
consider gender at the forefront of study design. Our work reveals
a number of confounding factors (e.g., a wide variety of technical
specifications, tasks, content), a lack of demographic data, and a
bias in participant recruitment, which can make it impossible to
identify or ascertain the specific causes or effects of gendered cy-
bersickness. Furthermore, we uncovered a clear bias in inclusion
and exclusion criteria, with a lack of data on those who are not able
to participate due to the negative effects of cybersickness. Overall,
these results are then reinforced by survey papers that repeat these
findings, and perpetuated by further research that is informed by
these surveys.

In our recommendations, we argue that there is a need for more
consistent study design and reporting. The principles of human-
participant research suggest that representative samples of demo-
graphically diverse participants lead to more generalizable findings
[46, 68]. Moreover, we suggest that there is a need for this research
to adopt more nuanced perspectives of sex and gender, as socially-
constructed and/or biological characteristics appear to be assumed
or essentialized. While our review confirms that multiple studies
claim that female-identified participants are more likely to experi-
ence cybersickness in VR, the inconsistencies and the lack of clear
study design guidelines that acknowledge and/or address this gen-
der imbalance suggests opportunities for future work. Based on the
gaps identified in our systematic review, we contribute preliminary
study design recommendations, arguing that gender considerations
are necessary at every stage of VR study design, even when the
study is not ‘about’ gender.

2 BACKGROUND
Prior to our CHI 2019 review (Section 3) and our in-depth systematic
review (Section 4), we explored the problem space of gender issues
in VR that inspired the work in our paper. In this informal literature
review, we observed that publications coalesced into three broad
categories:

(1) publications documenting and comparing gender and suscep-
tibility to sickness (e.g., [24, 66]);

(2) research investigating the nature of gender differences that
could lead to virtual reality (VR) discomfort, such as differ-
ences in path integration and visual dependency (e.g., [12,
26]); and

(3) interventions that attempt to address suspected causes of the
discomfort (e.g., [97]).

However, we also observed a misalignment between these three
areas in terms of the measures used and the solutions proposed.
For example, we found that (1) and (2) do not account for possible
gender differences in symptom manifestation or expression (e.g.,
comparing “nausea” as one universal experience, as opposed to hav-
ing multiple dimensions which differ in expression and prominence

in the context of cybersickness [61, 83]), and (3) proposes universal
solutions to cybersickness without validating their effectiveness
among diverse groups. While still valuable, as a large amount of
participants in VR research are likely to experience discomfort us-
ing VR systems [65, 88], creating universalizing solutions does not
address the specific problems stated in (1) and (2). In this section,
we expand on this misalignment by elaborating on categories 1-3,
highlighting the issues we identified that inspired the systematic
review we present in this paper.

In tandem with the paucity of research on this topic, and the
difficulty of reconciling disparate findings across these categories,
there is a lack of engagement with gender as a factor across study
design and analysis that could negatively impact understandings of
participant experiences in VR.We argue that this lack of consistency
and/or attention to the possible gendered effects of cybersickness
signals the need for future work. This, in turn, prompted our pre-
liminary recommendations for future VR research.

2.1 Documenting and Comparing: Symptom
Profiles Differ by Gender

Much of today’s knowledge about gendered experiences of sim-
ulator sickness or cybersickness—the terms used to describe the
combination of uncomfortable symptoms associated with virtual
environment exposure—comes from the human factors field, where
simulators were adopted for training in aerospace and defence.
Stanney et al. [83] provide a comprehensive overview of what
cybersickness—the term used to differentiate sickness from VR
versus a simulator—often entails: dizziness, drowsiness, headache,
nausea, fatigue, general malaise, and aftereffects including disturbed
proprioception and postural instability. The most common theory
for why cybersickness occurs is sensory conflict theory [70]. This
theory positions cybersickness as a reflex (such as nausea) to a
stimulus (conflicting sensory inputs): e.g., the visual system per-
ceives motion while wearing a head-mounted display (HMD, a VR
headset) while the body remains stationary.

In prior literature on gender and cybersickness, we found that
symptom profiles are experienced differently by gender. For ex-
ample, Stanney et al. [83] presents a study with 1102 participants
that found that female participants experienced 15% higher total
severity of sickness symptoms. Among other findings, they found
that female and male participants experienced different “symptom
profiles,” that is, the symptoms recorded had a significantly different
hierarchy of the experienced severity between sexes. In the order
of most to least severe symptoms, women had a Disorientation >
Oculomotor Disturbances > Nausea (𝐷 > 𝑂 > 𝑁 ) symptom profile,
while men had a Disorientation > Nausea > Oculomotor Disturbances
(𝐷 > 𝑁 > 𝑂) profile. In other words, women may experience
less nausea than men during experiments while still experiencing
overall more severe symptoms of cybersickness. Later research con-
tinues to find a higher level of total severity in women, but tends
to overlook this possible difference in symptom profiles, resulting
in the use of measures that do not fully capture what is happen-
ing between groups. Essentializing claims about cybersickness are
likely to disregard the nuances of these profiles or differences in in-
dividual experiences. We contextualize this point with an example
in Section 2.2.
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2.2 Investigating Gender and Cybersickness: A
Need to Document Women’s Experiences of
Discomfort

Some attempts have been made to distinguish whether women are
simply more likely to report discomfort (due to reasons such as so-
cialization or tolerance), rather than experiencing it more frequently.
Jokerst et al. [34] attempted to rule out an effect of socialization,
and in their study found that while the gender of the participant
and the researcher did not significantly affect the participant’s like-
lihood to report, female participants had higher symptom scores
and reported significantly higher gastrointestinal symptoms in a
post-survey. And yet, the authors doubted the validity of female
participants’ self-reports, with no mention of reasoning behind
their doubts, and so they recorded gastric myoelectric activity to
quantify levels of nausea. They found no difference between gen-
ders on the gastric measure. Similarly, Cheung and Hofer [14] use
physiological measures (heart rate, blood pressure, etc.) and were
unable to detect gender differences, and yet because the blood flow
measures could not explain the reports, they state that women must
be more inclined to report discomfort. Park and Hu [66] present
a study of similar design, with a similar conclusion. In addition to
the lack of data to support these explanatory efforts, this view of
cybersickness neglects an account of the experience beyond nausea,
especially given that nausea is not solely due to gastrointestinal
distress.

Moreover, recall that in the female symptom profile, nausea was
the least prominent symptom (𝐷 > 𝑂 > 𝑁 , [83]), and the sensa-
tion of nausea does not necessarily induce an emetic response, as
would be detected by gastric sensors. “Nausea” is highly complex
and contextual, with three distinct dimensions: somatic distress,
gastrointestinal distress, and emotional distress [61]. According
to Stanney et al. [83], while women do report more sickness than
men overall, they do not experience more nausea than men, and
differences between male and female participants were attribut-
able to significantly higher levels of disorientation and oculomotor
disturbances.

Further complicating reports of discomfort is the possibility of
self-exclusion. For example, Flanagan et al. [24] control for a number
of factors including willingness to volunteer given a history of
motion sickness. The authors propose that a past history of motion
sickness induces anxiety which exacerbates negative symptoms.
They point out the numerous differences in questionnaires and lab
studies in prior work, and cite evidence against the idea that men
are more reticent to report motion sickness. Flanagan et al. [24] also
suggest that there is a fundamental flaw in any research involving
people who may be susceptible to motion sickness as these people
might self-exclude, raising questions about how to better include
those who may be most at risk. Taken together, these cases suggest
a need to better document gendered experiences of discomfort.

2.3 Interventions: A Need for More Attention
to Gender

While attempts have been made to mitigate cybersickness in VR,
there is a lack of attention to the possibility of gendered effects of
cybersickness across study design and analysis. Current research to
reduce cybersickness includes examinations of walking in VR [98],

or examinations of the effects of vertical axis alignment in supine
postural VR use [90]. Yet without specific attention to gender, it is
difficult to assess whether such efforts can be generalized, or how
findings may relate to the possibility that women are more likely
to experience discomfort in VR [83].

Comparing past research findings to contemporary experiences
with VR may be necessary to provide more insight into the role
that gender plays in these contexts. For example, one opportu-
nity for closer examination is field of view (FOV) in VR. In the
early 2000s, research showed that the size of display improved peo-
ple’s path integration ability in 3D virtual navigation tasks [89].
The authors hypothesized that the induced immersion caused by a
larger display would influence participants to use “more efficient”
egocentric navigation strategies. Similarly, Czerwinski et al. [17]
argued that a wider field of view coupled with larger displays for
navigating 3D virtual worlds improved women’s navigation speed
performance (note, however, that these were not head-mounted
displays). Despite these apparent advantages for navigation, other
research showed that a virtual reality display with a wide FOV can
induce cybersickness more easily than a display with a narrow FOV
[45, 49]. More recent research complicates these latter findings.
Xiao and Benko [97] report that the relatively low-cost addition
of sparse peripheral displays to existing headsets expands FOV
with the unexpected result of reducing nausea symptoms. In this
case, only 6 of the 17 participants were female, and gender was not
part of the analysis. While this case benefits from putting the work
into conversation with past research into FOV and cybersickness,
the same is needed with regard to FOV and gender. For example,
Al Zayer et al. [1] report that restricting the FOV is an effective
mitigation strategy for cybersickness among both male and female
participants.

While recent efforts to mitigate cybersickness are needed, the
lack of direct attention to gender in such cases is a missed opportu-
nity. Recent research, for example, argues that gender differences
in cybersickness may be due to default interpupillary distance (IPD)
in headsets, which is less likely on average to fit women compared
to men [81]. If mitigation strategies are to be applied generally,
there may be a need to consider how such approaches may have to
change for diverse bodies and diverse individual experiences.

2.4 HCI Research into Gender Issues in VR
VR research in HCI commonly focuses on experiences in VR [31]
and the usability of VR systems [88]. As such, VR studies in HCI that
include a focus on gender appear to primarily describe experiences
within VR: for example, gender swapping and avatar use [71, 77],
experiences of harassment in VR [8, 62], or exploring sexuality and
heteronormativity via pornography in VR [96].

Research on female representation within HCI has focused on
the lack of female participants and authors in VR research papers
[68], and the implications this might have on the field. These impli-
cations are vast, and authors note the importance of reporting data
on gender and other demographics in order to better understand
how each are affected by VR. The authors write, “Demographic
information must be included when reporting characteristics of par-
ticipants, including age, gender, and race/ethnicity, so that readers
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can accurately interpret the studied population and future meta-
analyses of participant demographics can be performed” [68, p.
1952]. This recommendation has direct implications for systematic
reviews such as this one, where inconsistent or missing participant
data hinders an ability to perform such meta-analyses.

Research on usability stresses the importance of broad usability
for VR to be applicable in educational settings, entertainment, job
training, and more [23, 54]. However, while usability in VR often
focuses on individual experiences, gender does not appear to be
a key factor. Despite the significant efforts made by researchers
to generate design recommendations to improve user experience
and the usability of VR systems, few papers consider how and why
gender may impact user experience.

Although gender in relation to cybersickness is not frequently
investigated, discussions of cybersickness and the use of measures
like the SSQ appear to be common in VR studies. Within HCI, re-
search on experiences of cybersickness also includes exploratory
work that provides guidelines and suggestions on design improve-
ments for VR [20]. Again, there appears to be a lack of research
into how and why gender may impact user experience.

After examining the research on gender within HCI, we were
able to further identify the specific questions and gaps within the
field. We specifically wanted to focus on how the CHI community,
a well-known resource for VR research, reported cybersickness
and the level of discomfort experienced in VR. This prompted our
exploratory review of CHI 2019 papers, which we used to further
develop the questions that we asked during our systematic review.

3 EXPLORATORY REVIEW
We began with an exploratory review of CHI 2019 papers to help
develop a preliminary understanding of how current research ad-
dresses the possible relationship between VR, gender, and cyber-
sickness. As the largest HCI conference, CHI provides a sample of
current state-of-the-art research on VR. The overarching finding
of this review is a lack of consistency with regard to how data on
gender and/or cybersickness is collected and reported, which com-
plicates more in-depth analysis across these studies. We describe
the procedure we used to select papers and the insights that pro-
vided the foundation for the methods we applied to our systematic
review (Section 4).

3.1 Search Procedure and Selection of Studies
Figure 1 shows the procedure of our review, from our exploratory
review to the outcomes of our systematic review. Preceding our
systematic review, we focused on CHI 2019 proceedings and papers
from the ACM digital library.We used keywords such as “Virtual Re-
ality”, “Mixed Reality”, and “VR” across paper titles and abstracts to
identify eligible papers. We then refined our search to only include
those that were directly about VR, excluding papers that were about
investigating and/or testing a tool to be used with VR, such as con-
trollers. Other papers that were excluded were those that primarily
focused on other virtual environments, such as Augmented Reality.
Two researchers analyzed the proceedings to ensure that only full
papers were used (posters and demonstrations were excluded). The
results yielded 96 papers.

3.2 Insights
Our analysis for the exploratory review focused on three overarch-
ing questions:

(1) Did authors report the gender of their participants in terms
of recruitment, and how many reported it in their results?

(2) How was gender data collected?
(3) Did authors measure, document, or report cybersickness

and/or discomfort among participants?
In order to answer these questions, we looked at study classification
types, sample size, gender of the participants, use of SSQ, contri-
butions found about cybersickness, and whether the studies tested
for differences in gender.

Overall, we found very little consistency across the 96 papers.
For cybersickness, only 20 out of the 96 papers attempted to capture
some aspect of participants’ experience of sickness, and the strate-
gies among these papers varied. 11 used the SSQ, while 9 used other
measures: 1 used the Virtual-Reality Sickness Questionnaire (VRSQ),
1 used the Motion Sickness Assessment Questionnaire (MSAQ), 1
used questions from Witmer and Singer’s presence questionnaire
[95], and 6 used verbal feedback. Similarly, the papers presented
a range of study types (e.g., user studies, pilot experiments, etc.),
and were not consistent in the ways that they reported on gender.
These inconsistencies suggest a need for further examination. For
example, of the papers analyzed, only 65 reported participant gen-
der, and only 3 reported their results across gender, meaning that it
is not possible to identify specific issues or causes between gender
and cybersickness within this recent work.

These inconsistencies led us to investigate the supplemental
information of the papers in our exploratory review in order to de-
termine the demographics of the participants, especially for studies
that did not report on gender. Our goal was to assess whether we
could use the supplemental information to pursue further gender-
based analysis. However, of the 96 papers, only 2 provided supple-
mental information: 1 provided partial supplemental information,
and 1 provided the questionnaires used. Broadly speaking, we were
surprised not only by the inconsistencies, but also by how little
information on gender and cybersickness was reported by authors
within the community. Again, this suggests the need for further
research to better understand a possible gendered susceptibility to
cybersickness.

4 SYSTEMATIC REVIEW: METHOD
A common theme across our related work and exploratory review
is the wide range of fields and the variety of possible applications
that are impacted by VR research. Because the possibility of a
gendered susceptibility to cybersickness is also a common theme,
a strength of our approach is the ability to draw from findings
that cross disciplines. To ensure that we reviewed a broad range
of research, we used the following databases that have a history
of publishing VR research: ACM DL, IEEE, PubMed, SagePub, as
well as our institutional library databases which include SCOPUS
and Web of Science. The search strings used in each database are
presented in Table 1.

Using these strings returned a total of 662 records. At this first
stage of screening per the PRISMA systematic review protocol [56],
a group of 11 raters evaluated the records for eligibility based on
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Study papers
(N=59)

(Section 5.2)

Survey papers
(N=12)

(Section 5.1)

Studies included in qualitative synthesis
(N=71)

(Section 5)

Full-text articles assessed for eligibility
(N=313)

Full-text articles excluded
(N=242)

Records screened
(N=628)

Records excluded
(N=315)

Records after duplicates removed
(N=628)

Records identified through database searching
(N=662)
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Figure 1: Number of results at each stage of the review, as represented in a PRISMA flow diagram.

titles and abstracts. Agreement was calculated at 98.8% between
raters after independently rating 83 papers to ensure calibration
before proceeding. In this first screening phase, publications were
marked as follows:

• Relevant, wherein the title and/or abstract refer to the three
main concepts of: gender or sex; cyber-, simulator-, ormotion-
sickness; and virtual or mixed reality;

• Somewhat, wherein the title and/or abstract refer to two of
the three core concepts mentioned above;

• Not Relevant, wherein the title and/or abstract may include
a reference to one of our core concepts or terms, but with
no relation to the others, or the terms are being used in a
different context.

As reflected in our PRISMA diagram (Figure 1), 315 papers were
excluded at this screening stage (34 of which were duplicates). Of
the remaining 313 papers:

• 66 papers met the criteria for Relevant, defined as “measures
or finds something about the relationship between: gender
or sex; cyber-, simulator-, or motion-sickness; and virtual
or mixed reality,” and were forwarded onwards for full-text
analysis;

• 247 paperswere deemed Somewhat relevant, defined as “need-
ing further examination; may be about cybersickness or sim-
ulator sickness, but does not tell us about the sex or gender
relationship to it; tells us about sex or gender and motion
sickness or cybersickness (but is not VR/MR); or uses the key
terms in passing but does not contribute new information,”
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Database Search string Results Date of search

ACM Digital Library [[All: "simulator sickness"] OR [All: "cybersickness"]] AND
[[All: gender] OR [All: sex]] AND [[All: "virtual reality"]
OR [All: "virtual environments"] OR [All: "mixed reality"]]

191 February 19, 2020

IEEE Xplore Digital Library (gender OR sex) AND ("simulator sickness" OR "cybersickness")
AND ("virtual reality" OR "virtual environments" OR "mixed
reality")

7 February 19, 2020

PubMed Central (PMC) (gender OR sex) AND ("simulator sickness" OR "cybersickness")
AND ("virtual reality" OR "virtual environments" OR "mixed
reality")

155 February 12, 2020

SagePub Journals (gender OR sex) AND ("simulator sickness" OR "cybersickness")
AND ("virtual reality" OR "virtual environments" OR "mixed
reality")

101 February 18, 2020

Institution Library (gender OR sex) AND ("simulator sickness" OR "cybersickness")
AND ("virtual reality" OR "virtual environments" OR "mixed
reality")

208 February 19, 2020

Table 1: Databases reviewed and search strings used for the systematic review.

these required further investigation beyond title and abstract,
and these 247 papers were evaluated based on full-text con-
tents by a group of 11 raters (including 3 of the authors), all
with previous familiarity with the project and its goals from
the prior screening stage.

Following this full-text analysis, 242 papers were excluded for rea-
sons including: the publication is not in English and a reliable
translation was requested but not obtainable by the authors; the
research is not about humans; the publication is not a full paper.
Finally, we arrived at a list of 71 Relevant articles, comprising 59
studies and 12 survey papers.

4.1 Phase 1: Data Collection
After narrowing down the set of publications to be analyzed, we
collectively defined a number of categories to log details from the
papers for further analysis based on the studies reviewed. The ex-
haustive list of categories is as follows: display type; stereoscopic;
motion tracking; driving simulator; commercial or custom; study de-
sign (between, within, or mixed participants); sample size; number
and percentage of female participants; whether gender or sex were
the primary focus of study or supplementary findings; whether
any non-binary understanding of gender was expressed by the
authors; if any gender or sex differences were found; number of
dropouts and dropout gender; measures of sickness; independent
and dependent variables; participant demographics reported; type
of exposure; duration of exposure; exclusion criteria; content (when
available); what relationship (if any) was found between gender and
cybersickness. We also noted any overall strengths and limitations
of the studies as they pertained to answering the questions guiding
this systematic review:

(1) How does VR research account for the possible gendered
effects of cybersickness?

(2) What can we learn from these publications about how to
improve study design to better understand the possible rela-
tionship between VR, gender, and cybersickness?

4.2 Phase 2: Scoping
After collecting data on approximately half of the papers, we revis-
ited our categories to discuss preliminary findings. Phase 1 was an
attempt to better understand possible factors influencing cybersick-
ness during a study. However, in our review it became apparent that
a clear connection cannot be drawn between, for example, headset
type and increased cybersickness for women due to the number
of confounds and the sheer variety of variables, and/or the lack of
standardization and/or reporting across studies. Other categories,
such as the number of dropouts, offered limited reports of data, or
none at all. Given our intention to offer preliminary study design
recommendations, we honed our set of categories again. Categories
relating to technology type; exposure; study samples; consideration
of gender; and measures of sickness were reported more reliably.
We therefore focused on these latter categories for the remaining
analysis in an effort to identify more generalizable criteria for study-
ing the relationship between gender and cybersickness in VR. All
investigated categories are listed and discussed in Section 5.2.

5 RESULTS
In this section we provide commentary on the current state of re-
search pertaining to gender, cybersickness, and VR. In Section 5.1,
we discuss the survey and review papers, which for the most part
complicate understandings of gender and cybersickness by repeat-
ing inconclusive findings. In Section 5.2, we discuss the study-based
papers, beginning by identifying a number of possible confounds,
before moving to the categories that more directly report on possi-
ble connections between gender, cybersickness, and VR. We will
contextualize these results in Section 6, and their implications in
Section 7.

Survey papers that qualified per our criteria (12) are summarized
in Section 5.1 and span from 2000 to 2020. Of these studies, five were
published in the years 2015, 2017, 2018, 2019 (noting that our search
ends at February 2020). After a discussion of the survey papers
(12), in Section 5.2, we turn to a detailed analysis of the studies
evaluated (59), which span the years 1996 to 2019. The oldest paper
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in our original set prior to screening was from 1994. We begin our
analysis of the studies with the high-level results from some of the
categories explored in Phase 1 before moving into those that came
into focus in Phase 2 (Section 4.2).

5.1 Survey Papers
Of the publications deemed eligible for the final stage of our system-
atic review, 12 of the 71 were categorized as survey or review papers,
with the remaining 59 classified as studies. In this section, we an-
alyze the surveys and reviews to better understand synthesized
perspectives on the possible relationship between cybersickness,
VR, and gender. On average, these papers surveyed 246 manuscripts
from databases such as PubMed, IEEE, ACM, and Google Scholar,
in either a literature review format, theoretical discussion, or sys-
tematic review. Each of the 12 papers approached cybersickness
differently, with topics including measuring motion sickness [44],
possible correlations between migraine symptoms and cybersick-
ness symptoms [67], technology-aided psychotherapy [21], the op-
timal visual modality in VR [86], and the representation of female
authors and participants in VR research [68]. While gender and cy-
bersickness are mentioned in each paper, the possible relationship
between the two is not always considered, and the possible causes
and mitigating factors are inconclusive or overlooked entirely.

The most common hypothesis presented as a possible reason for
gendered cybersickness is discussed in 3 of the 12 papers [20, 44,
47], which refer to a reported difference in field-of-vision (FOV) of
female participants. Women are said to have a wider FOV, which
in turn is said to increase susceptibility to simulator sickness in VR
due to a likelihood of flicker perception. A simpler, more obvious
explanation is presented by Peck et al. [68], whose analysis of
studies from the IEEE VR conferences from 2015-2019 showed both
an under-representation of female participants and female authors.
To ascertain the possible bias caused by this under-representation,
the authors performed a subsequent meta-analysis of 21 papers to
assess how female author or participant representation might affect
results. The authors conclude that “smaller increases in simulator
sickness following VR exposure were observed in studies with a
greater proportion of female participants,” suggesting that female
participants’ presumed susceptibility to cybersickness may simply
be due to biased study design. While the authors note a number of
limitations with this finding (e.g., challenges comparing variables
across studies), they offer the reminder that “conclusions drawn
from samples with inadequate gender diversity may not accurately
characterize simulator sickness in the general population.” The
remaining survey and review papers [15, 21, 35, 52, 57, 67, 86, 93]
mention gender as a possible factor of cybersickness, but do not
discuss how or why a gendered difference might occur.

Overall, however, as with our exploratory review of CHI2019 VR
papers, there are discrepancies and unknowns about how gender
is understood. For example, for most of the reviews it is unclear
whether any consideration is made for trans or non-binary identi-
ties. The one paper that mentions non-binary gender identities is
the review by Peck et al. [68], which specifically excludes considera-
tions for non-binary identities in their review of author gender, and
excludes the 1 non-binary participant out of the 9,557 participants
across 319 studies in order to make comparisons across male and

female participants. The authors conclude with recommendations
for more representative samples of participants, and more accurate
reporting of demographics. Our own review confirms that such
data gathering and reporting practices are needed across the vast
majority of VR research.

5.2 Study Papers
In this section, we discuss our two phases of analysis for the 59
study papers revealed in our survey. In the first phase, we identify
a number of possible confounds that are often unacknowledged
when attempting to extrapolate findings across VR research. In the
second phase, we hone the categories of analysis in an attempt to
identify more consistent variables.

5.2.1 Phase 1: Categories with High Variability. While investigat-
ing and analyzing our set of 59 study papers, we began to note
the possible confounding factors of cybersickness due to the many
variables across system design and study design. The papers exam-
ined various aspects of VR; some noted the causes and symptoms
of cybersickness as experienced by their participants [4, 40, 83]
while others did not. The studies showed wide variation in terms of
system design and study design, including variations in the amount
of exposure time, break time, and other variables. The variety of
technology used in research on VR creates a large amount of exper-
imental data to disentangle, making it difficult to ascertain how and
why cybersickness occurs and what needs to be done to mitigate its
effects. Although we do not attempt to hypothesize the causes of
cybersickness, it is important to highlight the possible confounds
based on this work and other previous literature. By identifying
possible confounds, future research can begin to manipulate vari-
ables in order to better understand the relationship between gender
and cybersickness.

Technology types. The variations in terms of hardware, software,
and content is not only underreported, but also difficult to assess.
From the papers we analyzed, the most common displays used
were head-mounted devices (HMD) (e.g., [32, 63, 69]). Other dis-
play types include CAVEs (e.g., [27, 37]) and screen monitors [19]).
Some of these display types were used as part of driving simulation
experiments (e.g., [27, 38]). Driving simulations were seen being
used in both HMD environments [50] and CAVEs [27]. The types
of programs used in the 59 studies varied from being either custom-
created for the experiment (e.g., [2, 9]), or commercially available to
the public (e.g., [1, 16]). In some cases, the authors chose the display
type in order to prevent other confounds such as the weight of an
HMD, which could have caused participants to perform fewer head
movements [42]. While all of these types of virtual experiences
may be categorized as forms of VR, they each offer significantly
different experiences, meaning that generalized claims across these
studies is limited.

Exposure and break duration. The duration of VR exposure in the
papers we analyzed varied in the specific type and amount of time
participants had to be in the virtual environments. Some studies
divided their research into blocks of time where participants were
exposed in short bouts such as 2-10 minute intervals [55], while
others asked participants to complete tasks within the experiment
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and did not clearly mention the amount of time exposed [99]. Ex-
periments ranged from intervals of a couple of minutes [69] to 20
minutes or more [42]. Experiments also ranged in the duration of
breaks between exposure; some studies reported breaks that lasted
a couple of minutes or 10 minutes [60], while others did not report
the duration of their break times at all [25]. While differences in
exposure time and breaks may be necessary depending on the study
design, these examples show that there is too much variation to
assess the direct effects on cybersickness results.

Independent and Dependent Variables. The studies that we ana-
lyzed also varied greatly in the dependent and independent vari-
ables they measured. Independent variables included factors such
as latency [94], navigation [42], level of joystick control [72], fur-
nishing of virtual environment rooms [9], etc. Dependent variables
ranged from the rate of control [42], to simulator sickness [19], to
spatial comprehension [9] and more. Some papers, such as Nichols
[64], call on the need to recognize virtual reality induced symp-
toms and effects (or VRISE) as a multi-factorial problem. Sex was
considered as an independent variable in two studies [1, 19], but
gender and sex were more likely to be reported as demographic
data. There is also a large variety in the way in which gender and
sex are considered as part of the demographic data, with no clear
consensus in the way gender was collected, reported, or analyzed.

Summary. It can be difficult to ascertain how this variety of fac-
tors may influence cybersickness, including displays, additional
technologies, program type, exposure time, break time and vari-
ables studied. There are generally few references to these variables
in existing studies, and we do not have sufficient control to identify
clear relationships between a single factor and susceptibility to
cybersickness. The papers we analyzed did not report these factors
as part of their findings, making it difficult for us to make clear
recommendations on how to mitigate cybersickness. For each of
these categories (technology display, custom vs. commercial, ex-
posure time, and break time), there is too much variety to be able
to conclusively say what factors contribute to cybersickness. This
lack of data is exacerbated by a lack of reporting on gender. Fur-
ther research is needed to better understand how these possible
confounds may contribute to cybersickness symptoms and onset.

5.2.2 Phase 2: Categories with Broad Patterns. In our second phase
of analysis, our goal was to provide a more in-depth review across
all 59 study papers by identifying categories that might offer more
consistent reporting on the possible relationship between cyber-
sickness and gender.

Gender and Sex. Perhaps the most obvious category to the topic
at hand is how the studies in our systematic review wrote about,
treated, and reported on participant gender, or in many cases, sex.
Sample sizes ranged from 10 to 1102, with amean of 122 participants
and a median of 50. Reporting on basic participant information was
not always straightforward: some papers required reverse engi-
neering to determine the number of women included (e.g., from
percentages of women provided across multiple study groups with
a given N [91]). This could be attributed to differing disciplinary
expectations, however, a lack of clear reporting can lead to confu-
sion: one paper reports a sample of 60 participants with 39 (or 65%)
males, but their limitations state that “After careful deliberation, the

decision was made to recruit males only due to disproportionate
attrition” [60] (in this case, we assume an error in transitioning
from reporting on the breakdown of the original 122 participants
recruited, to just those 60 remaining post-exclusion). Two papers
[50, 51] did not report on the number of women in the sample,
although one noted that groups were “balanced,” which we assume
to be 50%. The average number of women included in these studies
was 54, with a range of 0 to 467, and a median of 24. This amounts
to approximately 47.5% female representation across all of these
studies, noting that inclusion ranged from 0% (all men in one study,
[60]) to 100% (all women, in two studies [33, 76]).

Of the studies we analyzed, none made statements demonstrat-
ing any consideration for non-binary or transgender participants
either in passing reference or in their approach to data collection or
analysis. We also failed to detect any detailed information on how
gender information was collected by researchers, either through
statements by the authors, or implied through phrasing (e.g., “par-
ticipants identified themselves as...”). We are therefore unable to
ascertain whether gender or sex were ascribed by the researchers,
or gathered through self-report, and what options were available
for participants to self-identify.

Primary or Supplementary. When categorizing papers, we used
“Primary” or “Supplementary” to denote whether the study fore-
grounded gender as a factor to be studied (i.e., it was included in
their experimental design and/or constituted part of the overall re-
search questions). In “Supplementary” cases, gender was analyzed
in post-hoc analyses and/or was not considered a main factor of
study. Out of the 59 studies included in this review, only 11 consid-
ered gender as a primary factor. The vast majority of papers (45, or
76%) included gender as a supplementary finding. As mentioned
above, the three remaining studies had single-gender samples.

Difference found? Of those studies in which gender was a pri-
mary focus (excluding the studies with homogeneous samples),
most found gender differences in their analysis (e.g., [2, 32, 69,
72, 93]). However, the proportion of studies finding a difference
varies depending on whether “difference” is defined as something
for which the authors were looking for with regards to their main
research question(s), or if they found differences in other measures:
most, if not all, reported gender differences in areas like dropouts
and reports of sickness. Four studies reported no differences, but
again, included commentary on dropouts and sickness, making it
difficult to determine what does and does not constitute “difference
found.” One study reporting no gender differences also reports hav-
ing just one female participant remaining after 10 minutes [63], so
making any claims about difference would not be possible given
the sample. We also found that the vast majority of studies where
gender was a supplementary consideration reported gendered dif-
ferences in experience, pointing to the value of including gender
as a consideration in VR studies regardless of whether the study is
‘about’ gender.

Measures of Cybersickness. From our data set, 48 out of 59 pa-
pers (81%) used the Simulator Sickness Questionnaire (SSQ) [36]
to measure participants’ symptoms. Of these 48 studies, 9 used
additional supplementary measures to capture sickness data: gen-
eral questionnaires made by the authors (3), MSSQ/MSSQ-short (4),
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Body Awareness Questionnaire (1), VIMSSQ (1), FMS (3), malaise
rating (1), MHQ (2), SS-VAS (1). This means that 39 used the SSQ
alone, and 9 used some combination of SSQ plus other measures.
Other studies used standalone measures to capture cybersickness
information: one study used the MSSQ-S alone [51]; one used MHQ
alone [75]; or verbal feedback alone [55]. Overall, while every one
of the 59 studies measured sickness in some way, the differences
across these various measures of cybersickness makes it difficult to
develop generalizations about how, when, or why cybersickness
occurs across these studies. Comparing and compiling differences
across these measures is another opportunity for future work.

Dropouts. Dropouts were a concern across all studies surveyed:
there appears to be a general understanding that where there is
virtual reality, there will be cybersickness, and where there is cyber-
sickness, there will be individuals unable to continue participating.
How this reality is handled varies. Some studies (e.g., [42]) reported
on the number of participants, their gender, and reasons for dis-
continuing participation in the study; others reported on only one
of or some combination of these values. Cybersickness was the
most frequent cause for terminating an experiment, although some
other reasons included equipment malfunction, and participants
not following instructions. Women were consistently recorded as
more likely to discontinue participation in the experiment due to
intensity of cybersickness [19, 29].

Some papers retained the data for dropouts and reported on it
to the extent that was possible [37, 43, 72], providing important
context on the full spectrum of participant experiences. One study
had one female participant drop out and noted “shortly after exiting
the VE [virtual environment], she induced vomiting and vomited
three times. This participant reported that she has a long history
of motion sickness in both cars and airplanes. During the follow-
up call, she reported that she started feeling better about two to
three days after the session and stated that her experience in this
study was probably [her] worst case of motion sickness ever” [43, p.
1513]. Others (e.g., [3]) sought new replacement participants with
similar demographics and scoring on any pre-study measures: the
implications of this practice are discussed in Section 6.

Demographics, inclusion, exclusion. The demographics of the par-
ticipants that were reported varied greatly across studies. All studies
except for two included gender as part of their participant sample
breakdown [50, 51]. Age was commonly noted, and the average age
pool was composed of college students (e.g., [82, 99]). Papers rarely
noted the race or ethnicity of the participants being studied. When
race or ethnicity was noted, it was still not tested or discussed [60].
The level of prior video-gaming or VR experience of the partici-
pants was also commonly noted among studies (e.g., [7, 31, 42]).
Although these types of factors were sometimes included, there
were infrequent tests to explore whether differences exist between
the various demographic data of their participants.

Of the papers we reviewed, only some noted the exclusion cri-
teria or why they chose the criteria that they did. Some papers
noted that participants who dropped out were excluded from final
analysis but do not state why participants dropped out, while others
mention that participants dropped out because of the cybersickness
they experienced (e.g., [53, 83]). The inclusion criteria of the papers
investigated were factors around how participants might not be

able to take part in the study, such as their vision. For example, some
studies asked participants to complete questionnaires to investigate
if they had normal or corrected vision, or asked participants to
complete a vision test [32, 94]. Papers were overall more likely to
report on exclusion criteria rather than inclusion criteria, however
many papers did not explicitly report these criteria at all.

6 DISCUSSION
In our analysis, we focus on the study papers evaluated and discuss
our findings in the context of their implications for future research
on gender and cybersickness in VR. In particular, we spend time on
those variables that presented more identifiable patterns and oppor-
tunities for researchers doing studies in VR. When appropriate, we
contextualize these factors within broader patterns in HCI research.
Although we critique particular examples in the following, it is not
our intention to target individual researchers, but rather to provide
examples that demonstrate what we view as a systemic issue across
the literature we reviewed.

6.1 How is gender involved in these studies?
6.1.1 How is gender treated by the authors? One thing the CHI
community already has to its advantage based on our exploratory
review is that it reports fairly reliably on gender breakdown of
participants, although somewhat imperfectly: 65 of the 96 papers
surveyed in that review (Section 3) reported on participant gender.
The manner in which participant breakdowns were reported in our
review of literature showed inconsistencies as to where, how, and
whether this informationwas even provided. Since the papers in our
review represent a variety of domains, we are unable to comment
on whether their use of the terms “gender” or “sex” is the result of
different disciplinary standards or attributable to other factors, such
as the authors’ understanding of the gender binary being projected
through their reporting. There are existing publications within CHI
that discuss implications of, and provide recommendations for, this
type of reporting (e.g., [10, 11, 74]). More intentionality is needed
in the use of these terms in order to avoid essentializing claims that
can add uncertainty around how this data was collected, and what
was inferred by the authors as a result. Given that the HCI literature
we reviewed largely ignored the relationship between gender and
cybersickness, we highlight the opportunity to adopt more inclusive
understandings of gender in VR studies. For example, Burtscher and
Spiel [11] broadly identify three common social understandings of
gender as essentialism, performance, or identity. Although all three
conceptions were present in our review, the most common was the
essentialist perspective.

In one example of the essentialist view, the authors alignmenstru-
ation with womanhood [16]. Despite their focus on this biological
process, the authors still use “gender,” demonstrating a biologically
deterministic view whereby the association of menstruation with
a particular sex implicates gender [11]. While research about po-
tential impacts of hormones on susceptibility to cybersickness can
add value by examining additional variables, it implicitly positions
men as the control group with “normal” experiences in VR, and
the essentialized category of women as the deviant group to be
ameliorated. Rather than adjusting systems to people, people are
forced to adjust to systems. After completing our systematic review,
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we noticed that this approach is still being applied in 2021. For
example, Lim et al. [48] use an all-male participant pool to elim-
inate hormonal fluctuations associated with menstruation. They
selected participants who were “healthy and easy” to participate in
the experiment with the stated goal of clarifying and quantifying
factors causing cybersickness.

An example of the performative view of gender can be seen in
a paper that claims that visually induced motion sickness (VIMS)
is more severe and has a faster onset for women (coupled with a
49% dropout rate, compared to 18% among men): despite having
tested selected variables in a three-factorial between-participants
design, the authors disregarded this outcome, writing “the reason
why VIMS is more prevalent in women is not yet understood ... One
reason, however, may be a cultural difference rather than a true
sex-effect or physiological difference, with females possibly being
more open-minded about their feelings than males” [19]. In this
case, such a claim undermines what the authors studied, analyzed,
and published by attributing their results to stereotypes.

Keyes [39] highlights how externally defining aspects of partici-
pants’ self-representation can amplify pre-existing inequalities, and
in turn, thwart a person’s self-determination by denying their iden-
tity. There are multiple sources published in and intended for the
HCI community to support individual self-determination through
thoughtful and informed engagement with gender throughout the
research process (e.g., [74, 80]), and these understandings of gen-
der draw on decades of research across feminist, queer, and trans
studies. However, none of the studies included in our systematic
review made reference to gender beyond the binary, nor did they
demonstrate recognition of the changing nature of gender itself
within a broader social or cultural context. If the option to self-
identify was included in study protocols but not reported, then it
is not possible to judge whether erasure has occurred. Reporting
language can help to clarify that participants have had a chance to
self-identify, e.g., “7 [participants] identified themselves as females,
and 5 as males” [6]. In VR research, there is a clear gap in reporting
what options were available to participants, whether or not they
were selected, and indicating through word choice who established
the gender of participants.

6.1.2 Primary vs. Supplementary Framing of Differences Found.
When screening the papers for this review, it was not immediately
apparent which papers would consider gender a primary focus. We
were then surprised at the low proportion of “Primary” papers in
our set compared to “Supplementary”: while gender effects were
framed as incidental findings in the latter group, each of these pa-
pers demonstrates a need to consider gender at the forefront of
the study design. Our search criteria biases our sample of papers
towards those that have included gender or sex as a relevant term in
their publication, meaning that we have not evaluated papers that
make no mention of it at all. Whether or not gender differences in
cybersickness were part of the authors’ own research questions, we
found that the mere act of reporting on gender provides valuable in-
formation for other researchers. 45 of 59 (76%) studies in our review
considered gender as a supplementary reported result. Of these 45
studies, 26 of them (57%) reported these differences as relating to
cybersickness. Had a consideration and reporting of gender been
the norm rather than the exception, perhaps a meta-analysis would

have been possible for this systematic review. Going forward, we
encourage authors to take away an increased awareness of the
potential relationship between gender and cybersickness, and to
report their findings even when their VR studies are not ’about’
gender, so that future meta-analyses may be conducted.

Over the course of our review, we were able to find authors who
expanded on the potential impact of other individual factors as
contributors to cybersickness. We note this finding to highlight the
fact that gender is not likely to explain away all of cybersickness,
and that future work should remain sensitive to the complexity of
individual differences contributing to experiences in VR as opposed
to essentializing based on categories of people. Wilson and Kinsela
[94] contend that while women are reported to be more susceptible
to sickness, differences may be due to individual susceptibility. For
example, this is demonstrated in Nguyen et al. [63]’s analysis of
the ability to detect curvature redirection, wherein men on average
performed better on detecting curvature gain, but there was high
variance within their gender groups, leading the authors to ques-
tion the importance of visual dependence among individuals rather
than groups. Chen et al. [13] also find large individual variation
in susceptibility to sickness, while also noting several of the same
confounding factors that were considered in this review. While
controlling for the effect of susceptibility and citing Barnett-Cowan
et al. [5], the authors determine that gender was indeed a contribut-
ing factor not to be overlooked. Overall, a high degree of variation
within two binary gender categories throws into question whether
binary gender is a good choice or a convenient choice for data col-
lection and analysis, particularly in light of other individual factors
emerging such as visual dependency or susceptibility. Given the
degree of uncertainty in the data and disagreements across publica-
tions, we contend that it is necessary to continue investigating the
effects of gender alongside other identity factors on cybersickness.
Reporting on this data is necessary within diverse contexts and
research settings, and across a range of possible variables.

6.2 What is being studied?
6.2.1 Measures: Can the diversity of cybersickness be adequately, or
satisfactorily, quantified? The most popular measure of cybersick-
ness among all papers was the Simulator Sickness Questionnaire
(SSQ). As mentioned in Section 5, every study in our sample mea-
sured cybersickness in one way or another. In contrast, only 21%
of the CHI 2019 papers reported measuring sickness in some way.
Regardless of proportions, what we have learned about the vast-
ness of independent differences would suggest that a plurality of
approaches would be required to capture these various nuances.
A feminist approach to data science reminds us that “what gets
counted counts” [18]; accordingly, we raise concerns about the re-
peated exclusion of trans/non-binary identities, and the continuing
reliance on and validity of the SSQ as such a singularly dominant
approach to document cybersickness.

From our sample of papers, it became obvious that susceptibil-
ity and sickness co-occurred in the reporting. Authors intended
to contribute variables that served as predictors of susceptibility
to cybersickness (e.g., [79]); there were studies which stated that
women have higher susceptibility than men in the framing of their
work [30, 43, 59], implying a trend that “susceptibility” and “women”
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are tightly coupled concepts. It is therefore concerning that some
papers used susceptibility to motion sickness as exclusion criteria
for their studies [60], although others required that participants
demonstrate some level of susceptibility [16]. The role or relevance
of susceptibility altogether was brought into question by Weech
et al. [93] who found differences in cybersickness but not in reports
of susceptibility documented using the MSSQ.

There is an opportunity to better identify the contexts in which
these measures are developed and applied, and what is actually
explainable from the outputs. One paper explained that an SSQ
score above 20 meant that participants were “sick” [27], whereas
the intended interpretation is that the simulator itself is “bad” [36].
“Sick” is a feeling, not a number, despite the necessary efforts to
quantify that feeling. Other measures used such as the Motion
History Questionnaire (MHQ) and Motion Sickness Susceptibility
Questionnaire (MSSQ) both take past experience as predictors of
whether participants will be impacted by cybersickness. Rather than
filtering for susceptibility, a major stepping stone in cybersickness
research would be to move from aiming to forewarn those who are
susceptible (e.g., [85]) to determining what specific design elements
(e.g., hardware, software, interaction techniques) are needed for a
system that is enjoyable for everyone to use.

Recent research in VR has begun to develop and adopt more
targeted approaches to assessing and evaluating cybersickness, in-
cluding the CSQ [87] and the VRSQ [41]. Our review suggests that
not only is there an ongoing need to iterate on the tools we use
to better understand and mitigate cybersickness, but also a need
to examine how these tools are being used, and how gender is
considered before, during, and after data collection. The current
lack of data on gender that our study demonstrates raises impor-
tant questions for future research. This includes a need for more
generalizable best practices for VR research, as well as a need for
practical case studies developed with rigorous attention to how the
data is collected, and who is represented by that data.

6.2.2 “No one verbally complained”. We noticed a pattern of little
qualitative feedback being reported to contextualize participants’
experiences. Some authors expressed a level of confusion when
SSQ scores indicated high levels of sickness, but “no subject com-
plained” [4] (we find a similar statement in [92]). Asjad et al. [4]
state that it was difficult to assess the severity of symptoms, since
“no one verbally complained.” Short statements like this indicate
that authors across our systematic review were not in the practice
of including semi-structured, debriefing, or exit interviews. It also
indicates that had they taken this step to solicit qualitative feedback,
they may have been able to more accurately contextualize their
findings using the verbal feedback collected.

In our review, we encountered essentializing claims regarding
gender and the expression of cybersickness or discomfort in VR.
We emphasize that the value in providing qualitative feedback from
participants is not to add further anecdotal evidence to the “women
are/are not more likely to express discomfort” debate, but rather
to provide the information beyond what a questionnaire is capa-
ble of capturing. If the questionnaire (whether the SSQ or another
measure) is adequately capturing the breadth of experiences, then
this would not be necessary; however, given the number of open
questions following this review, it is clear that this is not the case.

Questionnaires like the SSQ tell us that people felt sick, but do not
tell us how to mitigate that feeling. Supplementing quantitative
measures with qualitative methods (not only interviews, but obser-
vational and other methods) can provide more detail on how, why,
and when sickness is induced.

7 RECOMMENDATIONS & LIMITATIONS
Our systematic review revealed that there is a large amount of
information and detail missing about how gender relates to cyber-
sickness, and how to mitigate the cybersickness experienced by
women. Our review calls attention to these unknowns, and the need
to manipulate these variables to study them more in-depth. In this
section, we provide some preliminary recommendations for future
VR research. It should be noted that there is still a need for more
generalizable best practices within VR research in HCI that take
into account the realities of various sample sizes, budgets, etc. As
more research and information becomes available on the relation-
ship between gender and cybersickness, these recommendations
will need to be modified and updated. However, these recommenda-
tions provide a much-needed step towards maintaining consistency,
replicability, and effective VR research progression benefiting all
genders.

Our preliminary recommendations include:
(1) Clear reporting of demographic characteristics: Al-

though we focus on the lack of reporting around gender,
it is clear that there is also a general lack of reporting around
other demographic characteristics, such as race, ethnicity,
and age. More detailed reporting and more diverse partici-
pant pools are necessary to ensure more representative and
generalizable findings [68]. In order to ensure that VR is safe
for everyone, future work will first need to assess whether
reports of gendered cybersickness are due to biological fac-
tors, social factors, some combination of the two, and/or
misrepresentations due to a lack of data. Simply put, the
underrepresentation of women as participants in VR studies
[68] calls existing theories into question.

(2) Broader considerations of gender: Beyond representa-
tion, our survey reveals that there is an implicit lack of re-
porting around what is assumed (i.e., biologically, socially)
about gender. It is incumbent on researchers and review-
ers to develop considerations of gender beyond a binary,
and to develop up to date practices of reporting on gender
that does not essentialize and assume. Decades of feminist,
queer, trans and other scholarship offers many examples
of best practices, and more recently research in HCI offers
domain-specific considerations [74, 80]. Importantly, these
understandings of gender must come from within commu-
nities that are most impacted by the results, with greater
care to work with and/or position them as experts of their
own bodies and experiences. A lack of representation from
authors to participants [68] can lead to biased findings.

(3) Clear reporting of drop-outs: This includes the report-
ing of drop-out demographics (such as gender), at what
point they ceased participation in the study, and the rea-
sons as to why each participant dropped out (e.g., experience
of cybersickness). Having adequate and detailed reports of
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drop-outs will enable future research to disentangle the rela-
tionship between gender and cybersickness, and elucidate
under-explored factors related to more extreme responses.
As ethical guidelines stipulate that participation is voluntary,
in some cases it may be impossible to fully understand why
some participants drop out of a VR study. It may also be
the case that ethics protocols will specify that drop-out data
must be discarded; due to the potential value of this data,
there may be an opportunity to reconsider what aspects of
the data can be included in cases where participants drop
out due to cybersickness. This lack of data must be acknowl-
edged, and should also be a reminder to develop practices to
safely account for all experiences.

(4) Study design: Participant exclusion criteria was not fre-
quently stated in the papers we reviewed, which results
in a lack of understanding of why some participants are
not represented in research. Documenting exclusion crite-
ria is especially important to better understand who and
what is considered from the outset. Due to the possibility
of cybersickness, any study that uses VR must find ways to
carefully choose a spectrum of measures that are sensitive to
differences in experience. A one-size-fits-all model in system
design or study design may not be adequate or inclusive. For
example, because of the variety of factors that may cause cy-
bersickness, researchers may need to carefully consider the
duration of study conditions as it relates to average time of
onset for symptoms [58, 73], time buffers between conditions
as symptom onset can occur within 24 hours of exposure
[85], as well as how and when they use between- or within-
participants study design to account for adaptation effects
[22]. Future research could provide more detail regarding
the content and experimental setup, i.e., diagrams, source
code, product information.

(5) Measuring cybersickness: There was a wide variety in
the type of measurements that researchers used to assess
cybersickness. Differences across measurements can make
it challenging to formulate concrete themes across diverse
research areas, but these questionnaires show that cybersick-
ness remains a clear and ongoing problem in VR research.
At the very least, future research can make use of a val-
idated cybersickness questionnaire like the SSQ, but also
supplement it with qualitative data such as verbal feedback
and report differences (and absence of differences) based
on gender and other demographics. This is also an oppor-
tunity for researchers to critically reflect on the possible
limitations of these methods and/or to ascertain whether
newer measurements or validated questionnaires may be
more appropriate. Nevertheless, documenting cybersickness
among participants provides information that, while not al-
ways directly relevant to the primary research questions,
relates to the broader issue affecting all research in VR. More
work is needed to better understand both the onset and post-
exposure effects of cybersickness.

A closer reading of the work presented in our review demon-
strates that complexity introduced by the study design may limit
researchers’ ability to derive meaning from their data with regard

to cybersickness, which in turn maymake it more difficult to extrap-
olate findings for future work. An overarching recommendation
for future research is to adopt an interdisciplinary view that strives
to more broadly address some of the key concerns raised by our
analysis. As VR impacts so many fields it may be increasingly nec-
essary to search across disciplines to better acknowledge the work
that has been done, and the work that still needs to be done.

7.1 Limitations
The limitations of our review are broad. Some of these limitations
are due to the methodology of conducting the systematic review,
while others pertain to the perspective we took while conducting
the review itself. In this section, we discuss how the need to con-
textualize the work reviewed during this project came with its own
constraints due to the irregularity in the data collected, and we ad-
dress the challenges in filling in the missing gaps of the relationship
between gender, cybersickness, and VR.

7.1.1 Limitations of our method/approach.

Search bias. In our methodology, we intended to select papers
that had gender as part of their work. Our approach therefore cre-
ates its own bias within the sample of papers that we based our
review on. For example, a number of papers had near-gender parity,
but this is likely due to our choice of gender as inclusion criteria
rather than what is representative of VR research more broadly.
The same can be said of our inclusion of cybersickness and simu-
lator sickness. As both cybersickness and simulator sickness were
part of our search strings, a high number of the resulting papers
therefore measured these concepts in some way. Compared to the
CHI 2019 papers from our exploratory review, it is unsurprising
that our systematic review yielded many more papers that were
about cybersickness and/or simulator sickness.

Databases. A meta finding related to our technique is in the
instability of the databases themselves. Using the university library,
with the same search string on the same day, would yield different
results (in terms of the number of records). Library staff could
only offer that the results not showing up were duplicates of the
same records from various sources. Similarly, we had to adjust our
search methods to suit different databases, and small changes would
yield different results. This brought into the foreground the things
that remain out of researchers’ control when trying to collect data
through systematic reviews, which we felt was worth reflecting
on for other authors who may perform similar techniques in the
future.

7.1.2 Limitations of our perspective. Our findings emphasize a lack
of data with regard to the relationship between gender and cyber-
sickness, and the lack of consensus and possible confounds in the
way VR research is reported. However, in our attempt to highlight
these unknowns, we inadvertently reinforce the concept of binary
genders through our focus on the comparisons “between” genders.
The direct causes behind the potential difference between the sus-
ceptibility of cybersickness among different genders might not even
be due to underlying biological differences. Research has noted that
the true causes are still unknown, and although biological aspects
such as hormonal cycles are a possible factor, as we discuss, there is
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still not enough evidence to validate these findings. There are also
an abundance of other factors beyond gender that we are unable to
address that face similar problems. For example, elderly participants
are often excluded because they are also said to have an increased
susceptibility to cybersickness compared to younger participants.
However, there are still some studies that choose to include senior
participants, and the relationship between age and susceptibility
did not appear to have a clear consensus in our review. Similarly,
race and ethnicity are often overlooked, and like gender there is
anecdotal evidence that such demographic characteristics may also
have an effect (e.g., [33]), though we stress that it is important not
to extrapolate results based on limited findings. Lastly, participants
with disabilities are often excluded from VR research. For exam-
ple, locomotion studies in VR that involve a treadmill or walking
around a room, might assume or require an ease of physical mo-
bility. Additionally, low vision is a common reason for exclusion
from VR studies [79]. Each of these factors underscores the need
for more diversity within participant samples, and to increase the
demographic pool of participants as a whole within VR research.

8 CONCLUSION
Our systematic review is motivated by studies that report a gen-
dered susceptibility to cybersickness across VR research. After con-
ducting an exploratory review within CHI 2019 proceedings and
papers, we conducted a broad, interdisciplinary review of research
that comments on gender, cybersickness, and VR. Our work reviews
survey papers as well as study papers, and we identified a number
of confounding factors as well as under-reporting across categories
with a direct impact on gender and cybersickness. We identified
several gaps in the research pertaining to gender, as well as other
demographics and factors such as dropout, exclusion criteria, and
study design. We found that papers in our review primarily treat
gender and cybersickness as a secondary aspect of their research
and do not analyze the data or provide meaningful recommen-
dations for mitigating the effects of cybersickness. Our analysis
contributes insight into a decades-old problem in VR research, as
well as preliminary recommendations for how to conduct future VR
research. Our overarching recommendation is that considerations
for gender and cybersickness are important at every stage of VR
research, from study design, to data collection, to analysis.
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