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Figure 1: We co-designed a VR simulation allowing users to experience a typical street harassment situation in an immersive
and interactive environment (a). While waiting in a street at night (b), the user is approached by a male harasser (c). We
investigated VR design choices and their effects on realism and effectiveness, as well as the surrounding ethical issues (d).

ABSTRACT
Street harassment is a widespread problem that can constrain peo-
ple’s freedom to enjoy public spaces safely, along with many other
negative psychological impacts. However, very little research has
looked at how immersive technology can help in addressing it.
We conducted three studies to investigate the design decisions,
ethical issues and efficacy of an immersive simulation of street
harassment: an online design study (n=20), an interview study with
experts working in the area (n=9), and a comparative lab study
investigating design, ethics and efficacy (n=44). Our results deepen
understanding of the design decisions that contribute to a realistic
psychological experience, such as the effects of screen-based video
vs passive VR vs interactive VR. They also highlight important
ethical issues such as traumatisation and potential for victim blam-
ing, and how they can be approached in an ethical manner. Finally,
they provide insights into efficacy in terms of perceived usefulness,
competence and empathy.
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1 INTRODUCTION
Street harassment is a serious global problem that affects most
women. The vast majority of women have experienced it before
the age of 17 (e.g. 90% of women in the UK) [5, 43, 48]. This issue
includes not only verbal harassment but also even more serious in-
stances, such as stalking and sexual assault: 71% of women globally
reported being followed and 50% reported being fondled or groped.
In a US study, two-thirds of the harassed women were concerned
that the incident would escalate into something worse, with 41%
having experienced physically aggressive harassment [43]. Many
women experience street harassment frequently, with 43% of partic-
ipants in a US study [16] reporting “sexist remarks or behaviours”
and 14.8% reporting “unwanted touching, stroking, or hugging” at
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least once a month. Men also experience street harassment [37, 43],
especially if they do not fit a binary gender stereotype [21, 62]. Gard-
ner describes street harassment as “a continuum of possible events,
beginning when customary civility among strangers is abrogated
and ending with the transition to violent crime” [32].

Street harassment has severe negative impacts. The fear, anger
and frustration generated by its prevalence affects many people’s
everyday lives and constrains their freedom to enjoy public spaces
safely. The fear of a street harassment situation escalating into an
even more serious situation is a main reason for its strong psy-
chological effect. According to Bowman, fear of rape is one of the
two most common themes that appear when women discuss their
harassment experiences, with the other being intrusion on privacy
[10]. Many women report regularly taking steps to avoid street
harassment (e.g. 61% in the US) [99], such as changing the routes
to their destinations (e.g. 88% in Italy) or being unwilling to go
out at night at all (e.g. 80% in India) [48]. Street harassment has
been found not only to restrict people’s geographic mobility but
also to have wider psychological impacts such as feelings of loss of
control and reduced self-esteem [19]. It has been linked to gener-
alised anxiety [16], such as “feeling unable to relax and fearing the
worst happening as well as physiological responses such as feeling
unsteady, hands trembling”. Perceptions of safety in isolated public
settings could thus act as an important mediator in the relationship
between street harassment and anxiety. Self-objectification where
people “internalise an observer’s perspective as a primary view of
their physical selves” is also strongly linked to street harassment
[29]. Self-objectification can lead to shame, reduce motivation and
academic achievement, and lead to mental health problems includ-
ing anxiety, depression, sexual dysfunction and eating disorders
[18, 43].

Some technologies have been proposed to help address street
harassment and its negative impacts. Personal safety mobile apps
offer alarms to draw the attention of passers-by and call for help,
dedicated maps to avoid harassment hot-spots, and forums for shar-
ing information and experiences [41, 42, 98]. While such apps can
be useful, they do not address one of the main challenges faced by
harassment victims: psychological stress. Most people find it diffi-
cult to make decisions and act in such stressful situations [23, 81].
In extreme cases such as rape or attempted rape, 81.6% of sur-
vivors have reported experiencing immobility, i.e. “freezing” and
being unable to think clearly or act [63]. Immersive applications
have been proposed [1–3, 39, 40, 85] to help people prepare for
the psychological impact of experiencing harassment. Based on
the long-established practices of stress inoculation training [58]
and role play [9, 89], these applications allow people to experience
minor harassment stressors to foster psychological preparedness
and promote resilience, e.g. by developing awareness and coping
strategies. However, there is little published research on simulat-
ing harassment with immersive technology, especially for street
harassment. We address this gap by investigating three challenges
in the design, use and evaluation of such immersive simulations:

Challenge 1: For harassment simulations to be effective they need to
be realistic [40]. This is a challenging requirement in staged in vivo
role plays [8], and immersive technology holds promise in address-
ing it: there is some evidence that immersive in virtuo simulations
of harassment can deliver sufficient realism in a consistent and safe

manner [39, 40, 51, 52, 64, 91]. However, while some of the effects
of immersive harassment simulations have been described before,
there is no published research investigating the design decisions
that make such simulations realistic. We address this gap by elicit-
ing design feedback from users and experts, highlighting important
design decisions and measuring their effects in a comparative user
study.

Challenge 2: Ethical issues arise when simulating street harass-
ment. One such issue is the risk of simulations triggering reactions
due to past trauma. Another, more subtle issue is that immersive ha-
rassment ‘training’ can sometimes be perceived as ‘victim blaming’,
i.e. as shifting the onus of dealing with the problem of harassment
to the victim. Ethical issues of simulating street harassment with
immersive technology are neglected in previous literature, with
brief mentions of ethical approvals and exclusion criteria being the
only relevant references. We present the first analysis of ethical
issues in simulating street harassment based on interviews with
experts and users, and provide design recommendations to address
these issues in research and practice.

Challenge 3: Evaluating the effectiveness of simulations of harass-
ment in preparing users for real harassment is difficult. On the one
hand, it is uncertain how far lab measurements of success such as
observed behaviours translate into the real world. On the other
hand, exposing participants to real harassment, or even the per-
ception of real harassment, to evaluate preparedness is dangerous
and unethical. Published studies on immersive simulations of ha-
rassment largely ignore the question of real world effectiveness
[39, 40, 51] or focus on measures of empathy towards victims as
indicators of success [36, 64, 91]. In a notable exception, Loucks et
al. [52] evaluated the efficacy of VR exposure therapy to treat sexual
harassment trauma in the military using long term mental health
outcomes. However, no published study has considered real world
effectiveness of street harassment simulations. We aim to address
this by using quantitative and qualitative measures of effective-
ness with both users and experts, with a focus on the effectiveness
of a simulation in eliciting realistic emotions, and consider their
implications for design.

We investigate these challenges through the following research
questions:

RQ1 How can we design a realistic simulation of street harass-
ment?

RQ2 What are the ethical issues surrounding simulations of
street harassment?

RQ3 How effective is a simulation of street harassment in
eliciting realistic emotions?

We tackle these research questions by co-designing an immersive
simulation of street harassment (Figure 1) and evaluating it in
three user studies. Study 1 is an online design study, Study 2 is an
interview study with experts working in the area of harassment,
and Study 3 is a comparative user study. While Study 1 addresses
mainly RQ1, Studies 2 and 3 address all three research questions.
In summary, we make the following contributions:

(1) An evidence-based immersive street harassment simulation.
(2) A critical analysis of the ethical issues surrounding immer-

sive simulations of street harassment, with design recom-
mendations to address them.
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(3) Empirical insights into the effectiveness of such immersive
simulations in eliciting realistic emotions, based on amixture
of quantitative and qualitative methods.

2 RELATEDWORK
Stress Inoculation Training (SIT) is used to “prepare individuals
for stressful situations (such as combat or medical emergencies),
diminishing the potential for a negative psychological reaction
like PTSD” [71, 96]. SIT “aims to build stress tolerance through
exposure” [65] and, as in exposure therapy, this is achieved through
the “gradual, controlled, and repeated exposure to a stressor”. This
exposure aims to prevent a panicked or ‘fight or flight’ response to
a real situation through desensitisation [96], increasing the user’s
resilience and control. Unlike exposure therapy, which focuses on
personal phobias, SIT focuses on environments which are stressful
to most people. A study in the military [97] found that VR SIT
can reduce a participant’s emotional responses to negative stimuli
even three months after experiencing it. One way to administer
SIT is through role-play. Role-playing exercises have been used in
behavioural and cognitive-behavioural therapies for a long time
and have proved successful at helping individuals develop strategies
for coping with social situations that are complex [35, 73, 76, 83].
They have also been proposed in teaching effective strategies to
deal with sexual harassment [39, 72], however, there has been little
research in the development and evaluation of role-playing for this
purpose.

VR Design of Realistic Stressors. VR can be used to enhance the
effect of SIT, by providing the user with a sense of presence and
evoking reactions and emotions similar to a real experience [78].
A review of six studies [96] concluded that VR-enhanced SIT is
“more effective than real world training, in terms of time expendi-
ture as well as helping participants adapt to stressful stimuli and
performing efficiently”. In the context of exposure therapy, VR has
been found to have beneficial effects close to those of in vivo ex-
posure while offering practical advantages [95]. More specifically,
Juriles et al. [39, 40] showed that VR could enhance the realism of
role-plays designed to help women resist sexual assaults. Based
on self-reports of negative affect and perception of realism, direct
observation of participants’ verbal displays of negative affect, and
heart rate measurements, participants perceived verbal threats and
sexual advances to be more realistic in VR than in in vivo. However,
similar to other SIT studies, the researchers did not explore why VR
was apparently so effective and did not discuss VR design aspects.
Agency in particular is an aspect of VR design that is known to
have a substantial effect on presence [20], especially for VR stimuli
inducing negative emotions [38]. Affording users agency has been
shown to enhance physical presence, or the impression of being
actually surrounded by landmarks in a virtual environment (VE)
[44]. A sense of agency can also enhance the impression that one
is present in a VE, referred to as self-presence [15], and the feeling
of being in the presence of other living beings in the VE [69]. This
raises the question of how far agency can heighten presence and
affect emotions in SIT for street harassment, by allowing the user
to act in the virtual environment.

Immersive Harassment Simulations. There are some commercial
role-play based VR training tools for sexual harassment. Vantage

Point [3] and Regatta [2] immerse users in 360◦ videos of sexual ha-
rassment scenarios, performed by actors in a variety of workplace
settings. However, these tools focus on training the user in the
role of a bystander rather than the victim, and they lack scientific
validation. Some research has shown that immersive harassment
simulations can increase empathy in men for female victims, which
is important because of the link between lack of empathy and
antisocial behaviour such as harassment [56]. Ventura et al. [91]
compared a 360◦ video with a traditional non-immersive narrative,
each placing male participants in the role of a female victim. Both
conditions were effective in increasing empathy for female victims
and decreasing violent attitudes towards women, with the 360◦
video performing better than the non-immersive narrative. Seinfeld
et al. [79] used VR to embody male participants in a female body,
who then received verbal abuse from a male avatar. The male par-
ticipants subsequently showed increased empathy towards female
facial stimuli depicting fear. Neyret et al. [64] used immersive VR to
let male participants embody either an observer or a female victim
in a sexual harassment scenario. The men who experienced the
scenario as the victim showed more empathy and less aggressive
behaviour in a follow-up virtual Milgram experiment [60] a week
later.

While related work indicates that VR holds promise for applying
SIT to street harassment, it does not provide answers to our research
questions. Immersive SIT training tools focus mainly on workplace
harassment [2, 3], and studies involving immersive harassment
simulations focus mainly on their effects on male participants, no-
tably empathy [64, 91]. While the importance and complexity of
design factors such as presence [78] and agency [38] have been
recognised in the wider VR literature, the question of how realistic
street harassment simulations can be designed (RQ1) has hardly
been addressed at all.

Regarding the ethical issues of simulating street harassment
(RQ2), while there are suggestions that VR simulations can have
adverse effects [64], ethical issues have generally not been explored.
What previous work there is suggests that the risk of triggering
strong emotional reactions is low, with a sexual assault VR exposure
therapy study [51] and two sexual harassment VR role-play studies
[39, 40] not reporting any severe emotional responses or dropouts
due to participants feeling too uneasy. However, while some eth-
ical issues in simulated abuse have been discussed in the context
of social human-robot interaction experiments [67], there exists
no research showing how safety and other ethical considerations
should be considered in a VR design.

Perhaps the most challenging research question is on the ef-
fectiveness of VR in psychologically preparing people by eliciting
realistic emotions felt during street harassment situations (RQ3).
Previous work has addressed this mainly from the perspective of
men, using VR to elicit empathy for female victims [64, 91]. This
is important but does not consider other perspectives, and does
not contribute directly to our understanding of the appropriateness
and efficacy of interventions intended to prepare people psycho-
logically for being harassed. In the following sections, we describe
three studies which together aim to address each of these gaps in
the literature.
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3 STUDY 1: ONLINE DESIGN STUDY
Our first study focused on co-designing a VR street harassment
simulation with experts and end users, and eliciting design feedback
through videos and an online questionnaire. It addressed RQ1 by
providing evidence to help designers overcome the “fundamental
source of invalidity” in in vivo role-plays, which is that people
often do not respond in a “natural fashion” due to the failure of
the interaction to feel vivid and realistic [8]. The co-design process
was guided by previous related work and involved end users and a
harassment expert.

3.1 VR Harassment Scenario
Environment. For the simulation to be ecologically valid, it was
important to base the virtual role-play on common characteristics
of real street harassment situations. A 2018 report [34] on girls’
safety across five cities found street harassment was most prevalent
in urban environments near transport hubs such as train stations
and bus stops, with a peak in harassment activity late in the evening
and at night. Another study [26] looking at the most commonwords
used in real harassment stories supports this report, finding that
‘street’, ‘bus’ and ‘train’ were all in the top 15, along with ‘night’,
which was more common than ‘day’. ‘Waiting’ was also a word
frequently found, suggesting that it is common for a person to
experience harassment when waiting for a bus in a public space.
Conversations with potential end users and a harassment expert
confirmed that waiting for public transport at night was a common
situation particularly laden with fear of harassment. As a result,
the environment (Figure 1) was designed to present an urban street
where the user is waiting at a bus stop at night. It was built with
Unity using off-the-shelf assets from the Unity Store.

Harasser. Being harassed by one man was the most common
experience of both men and women [48]. Therefore, a single male
avatar was chosen to play the role of the harasser. The harasser
was designed to be wearing dark glasses as these help prevent an
uncanny valley effect occurring due to an avatar’s unrealistic eye
gaze [33]. The harasser was animated using a library of pre-recorded
movements which were used to match the script. The harasser was
programmed to turn according to where the user was facing to
increase realism. Also to increase realism, the harasser’s voice was
played by a professional actor. The voice script (see Appendix 1)
included selected phrases from a list of verbal harassment lines
by Livingston et al. [48] in order to increase ecological validity.
The harasser’s voice was recorded to match the movements of the
avatar, and the avatar’s jaw and lips were animated to move in sync
with the voice.

Role Play. The simulation was designed to involve verbal ha-
rassment but not physical harassment. Verbal harassment is more
common than physical harassment [48], and simulating physical
harassment would likely break immersion due to extreme levels
of emotions felt and cause serious ethical concerns. It was impor-
tant to ensure that the actions of the virtual harasser appeared
as harassment instead of, for example, “consensual flirting, polite
hellos, and respectful small talk” [48]. To design the content of
the role-play accordingly, common characteristics of verbal street
harassment situations were researched. Other studies involving VR
sexual harassment role-play to induce realistic emotions [39, 40]

split their role-play into phases, with each successive phase increas-
ing in intensity. Drawing on this previous work, we systematically
increased the intensity in our scenario, by (a) making the tone of
the harasser’s voice get louder, (b) moving the harasser closer to the
victim, and (c) making the harasser’s movements more vigorous and
pronounced (e.g. pacing around, raising hands) as the experience
progressed.

The simulation proceeds as follows: (1) the user is given some
time to adapt to their new environment, with only background
activity such as other city dwellers chatting; (2) the user is catcalled
by the approaching harasser; (3) the harasser walks towards the
user; (4) he stares at the user, catcalls, asks invasive questions and
tries to get their attention; (5) he steps closer and persistently asks
them to go on a date with him; (6) he starts to become upset that they
are not willing to go with him; (7) he becomes angry at the rejection;
(8) he leaves the scene. The entire simulation was designed to last
5 minutes in order for the user to develop a sense of presence and
potentially experience the full onset of a stress response, while
limiting the possibilities of overexposure or boredom [101].

Interactivity. Affording agency implied allowing the user to exert
some control over the threatening stimulus. The role-play dialogue
was designed so there were pauses after the harasser said phrases,
giving the user an opportunity to respond if they wished. Previous
work [39, 40] suggested that interaction with harassers is usually
marked by raising one’s voice. If the user raised their voice above 70
decibels, which is above the volume of a typical conversation, then
this was considered an interaction. The user could also interact
with the harasser by putting their hands out in a gesture to stop.
Every time the user interacted with the harasser, either by raising
their voice or raising their hands, the harasser was programmed
either to take a step back or to make a comment such as “being
cocky are we?”. This variation in reactions was implemented to
increase realism as humans may not react the same way repeatedly.
Each interaction was pilot tested with five participants, resulting
in the 70 decibel threshold for the voice interaction. For the hand
interaction, it was found that the harasser needed to be within 2
metres of the victim for raising one’s hands to feel like a natural
defensive reaction. This too was important for maintaining a sense
of realism during the interaction.

3.2 Evaluation
Methodology. We recruited 20 participants (3 males, 17 females),
aged 21-42 (𝑀 = 23.65, 𝑆𝐷 = 5.16) through social media to provide
feedback on our first design prototype in an online questionnaire
study. Because of COVID-19 restrictions it was conducted online,
with participants watching a 2 minute video showing the main
parts of the simulation and its interactive features from a first-
person perspective on their own screens. Some participants used
mobile devices and some used desktop or laptop computers. Given
these limitations, our main focus was on assessing individual de-
sign elements and gathering formative design feedback rather than
assessing the complete immersive experience.

After viewing the video, participants rated their perceived pres-
ence in the simulation scenario on a 7 point scale (7=best) using
the single item presence subscale and two additional items for real-
ism and physical presence from the iGroup Presence questionnaire
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(IPQ) [77]. This was followed by an open question about the realism
of the environment, three 7 point rating items about the harasser
(‘How real did the harasser seem to you?’, ‘The harasser gave me
feelings of eeriness.’, ‘The harasser appeared creepy.’), and an open
question about the harasser. Finally, 5 point rating questions asked
how far presence was increased by specific interactive features:
(a) programming the harasser always to turn to face the user, (b)
allowing the user to see their own hands, and having the harasser
step back or respond verbally when the user raises (c) their voice
or (d) their hands. The rating items were all based on the IPQ.

Measuring presence for non-immersive videos is a fairly common
practice, even for short videos [24, 59]. Presence scores are generally
lower for 2D videos compared to more immersive formats, but still
considered meaningful and comparable [92]. The IPQ has been
widely used for that purpose [30, 47, 50], and a database of research
using the IPQ indicates that the majority of studies have measured
presence with content presented on a normal 2D screen [90].

Results. Participants felt physical presence in the VE (𝑀 = 5.5, 𝑆𝐷 =

1.32), and also perceived fairly high degrees of self-presence (𝑀 =

5.15, 𝑆𝐷 = 1.69) and realism (𝑀 = 4.25, 𝑆𝐷 = 1.11) (“Felt completely
immersed which is amazing given that I wasn’t even watching it
through the headset, just on my phone.” ). The environment was per-
ceived as dark, enclosed and unsafe by participants (“dingy back
alley” ), adequately setting the scene for an emotionally stressful
experience (“fitted the situation and ‘the vibe’ that was intended
perfectly” ). The most common suggestion for improving the re-
alism of the environment was to add some more people in the
background or walking past. Another common suggestion was
to add more ambient noise such as traffic and sirens. Some sug-
gested adding a brief narrative to aid immersion at the beginning
(“Imagine you are walking home after meeting friends ...” ). Partic-
ipants felt that the harasser appeared real (𝑀 = 4.8, 𝑆𝐷 = 0.89)
and ‘creepy’ (𝑀 = 6.30, 𝑆𝐷 = 0.73), giving them feelings of eeri-
ness (𝑀 = 6.15, 𝑆𝐷 = 1.04). Several participants commented pos-
itively on the convincing voice acting (“very good voice acting”,
“very similar to things I’ve heard in real life” ) and the overall re-
alistic behaviour of the avatar (“the avatar and his responses are
really good, makes it feel much more like you’re ‘in the experience’
rather than ‘watching the experience’ to me” ), while some suggested
that some of the movements could be more natural. Several par-
ticipants suggested making the avatar taller (“The harasser being
of larger build would be more threatening.” ). All the interactive
features were perceived as effective by respondents in terms of
making users feel more present in the virtual environment: ha-
rasser facing the user (𝑀 = 4.55, 𝑆𝐷 = 0.76), users seeing their
own hands (𝑀 = 4.15, 𝑆𝐷 = 1.14), harasser reacting to voice
(𝑀 = 4.35, 𝑆𝐷 = 0.93), and harasser reacting to raising hands
(𝑀 = 4.3, 𝑆𝐷 = 0.73).

Discussion. The results from Study 1 suggest that the design
could be effective in recreating a realistic harassment experience
(RQ1). Drawing on these results, we refined our design based on
the participants’ suggestions. The increased realism and ecological
validity of the tool could be instrumental in effective training but
also pose risks to the mental well being of users, hence, Study 2
was conducted to better understand ethical concerns so they can
be addressed before the tool is deployed.

4 STUDY 2: EXPERT INTERVIEW STUDY
To understand the ethical issues around (RQ2) and the effective-
ness of (RQ3) immersive VR role-play of street harassment, we
interviewed experts in the field. Study 2 involved conducting 30
minute online video interviews with participants who worked in
a professional role providing support to street/sexual harassment
victims. Participants were sent a demo video of the VR tool prior
to the interview that included the main street harassment role-play
and demos of the interactive features. Then, questions were asked
to evaluate the simulation, with a particular emphasis on the ethical
issues it may pose if used to psychologically prepare people for real
street harassment.

Participants. Interviews were conducted with nine experts with
diverse experience including charity work with victims of street ha-
rassment, training people in bystander intervention and instructing
empowerment self-defence (ESD), including a co-founder of an ESD
centre and a self-defence coordinator who has taught self defence
for decades. Recruitment was conducted by advertising via the web-
sites and social media of sexual harassment charities/organisations
and empowerment self-defence organisations.

4.1 Results
The interview data were analysed using a thematic analysis based
on the six-step process described by Maguire et al. [54].

4.1.1 Realism. All interviewees felt that the virtual role-play re-
alistically simulated a street harassment scenario, particularly in
terms of what the harasser said and also the way the harasser es-
calated and turned on the victim. However, it was noted that this
was only one of many possible scenarios (“generally I thought it re-
flected one possibility” ). A few participants also mentioned they felt
emotions just watching the simulation on a screen (“Even not doing
it through VR I felt quite uncomfortable and felt a bit nervous”, “The
adrenaline one feels watching even that situation, it definitely relates
to what I feel on the street sometimes” ). There were mixed opinions
on whether a person who has never experienced harassment would
feel such emotions when experiencing the simulation.

4.1.2 Ethics. Several participants suggested that the tool may trig-
ger emotions associated with street harassment that users had
experienced (“I think what the scenario has the ability to do is to
trigger emotions that people have already experienced” ). Because of
this, some participants agreed that there is a potential risk to some
users, especially those with PTSD related to harassment experi-
ences (“it would not re-traumatise them [users with PTSD], I don’t
think, but it could definitely bring up some overwhelming emotions” ).
All participants felt that this risk could be mitigated by adding
some features to the tool or by using the tool in the presence of
professionals. Suggested features included guidelines on how to
use the tool safely, a clear description of what the tool entails, a
video/activity for users to do prior to the simulation to assess if it is
safe for them to use, a way easily to exit the simulation at any time,
and a way for the user to receive support if needed after using the
tool (e.g. provide numbers of help lines to call).

Some participants voiced a concern that the simulation may
be perceived by some people as ‘victim blaming’, i.e. as shifting
the responsibility for harassment to the victims by ‘training’ them.
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The majority of participants did not view the simulation as victim
blaming but explained how they could see others perceiving it in
that way, especially if it was portrayed as solely for women (“I
believe there will be people who see it as victim blaming, simply
because you are trying to provide tools to women” ). All participants
that had experience in ESD instructing mentioned that ESD is
viewed in that way by some people, as it is intended for training
women. Participants suggested that to avoid the simulation being
perceived as victim blaming, it should be made explicit that the
harasser is to blame for the situation (“In all the SD work, we make
it very clear it is the perpetrator who is responsible” ), by including
text saying it is not their responsibility to protect themselves and
that the blame is always solely on the harasser (“could even have a
message at the end to clarify, you are not to blame for anything that
occurs, your reactions are completely natural, etc. The blame solely is
with the harassers” ). Participants also suggested that the tool could
be interpreted less as victim blaming if it were used in more ways,
such as for bystander training [31, 64] or as an awareness raising
tool for both potential victims and potential harassers.

Participants emphasised that there is a wide range of possible
harassment scenarios, and that different scenarios require different
behaviours when dealingwith them. One participant was concerned
that a simulation would train users in particular behaviours that
may be inappropriate in some cases (“some situations can be dan-
gerous” ). She advised that such a simulation should not prescribe
or explicitly encourage specific behaviours as general responses.

4.1.3 Effectiveness. Participants agreed that the simulation could
be used to help prepare people for real harassment scenarios (“a
strong tool”, “could make training more practical and real” ). However,
participants emphasised that it reflected only one scenario and
to successfully prepare people for real scenarios, a wider variety
of simulated scenarios should be supported. Some participants
suggested the ability to adapt the scenario to the demographic of
the user, as this can affect the type of street harassment received in
the real world.

4.2 Discussion
The results suggest that the simulation presents at least one com-
mon street harassment scenario realistically (RQ1). While there
were several ethical concerns such as the potential for training be-
ing interpreted as victim blaming (RQ2), participants felt that they
could be addressed adequately with adjustments to the simulation
design and the procedure surrounding its use. Participants agreed
that the simulation can be effective in eliciting realistic emotions
(RQ3) but that this comes with potential risks. Ultimately, they
agreed that the simulation could be used safely, ethically and ef-
fectively to prepare people psychologically for street harassment.
We integrated many of the participants’ suggestions, e.g. regarding
ethics, iterating the design before testing the simulation with users
in Study 3.

5 STUDY 3: COMPARATIVE USER STUDY
In order to further investigate our research questions, we conducted
a controlled experiment with potential end users using a mixed
methods approach including both quantitative and qualitative mea-
sures. This study tested several versions of the tool to provide

insights into the effects of VR design decisions, looking at agency,
presence, emotion, ethics and effectiveness in preparing people for
street harassment. The study was approved by the Department of
Psychology Ethics Committee at the University of Bath (ethics code:
21-192).

5.1 Methodology
Some previous work has suggested that VR can offer advantages
over 2D screens in some training simulations [82]. We designed the
study to shed light on any such advantages for a simulation of street
harassment. Furthermore, it has been suggested that affording users
agency in VR could increase their sense of presence [20, 80, 100],
which in turn may increase the intensity of elicited emotions [7, 70].
We investigated this possibility by considering two versions of the
VR harassment simulation: one with (‘active’) and one without (‘pas-
sive’) interactive features. We expected that VR would elicit higher
levels of presence and emotions compared to a screen, and that
affording agency in VR would further increase these effects. Lastly,
previous studies on immersive in virtuo simulations of harassment
have not considered gender differences [39, 40, 51, 52, 64, 91]. We
tested both male and female participants to explore some of the
effects of gender when simulating street harassment.

We used a within participants design with the order of the con-
ditions counterbalanced. In the screen condition (S), participants
watched a pre-recorded video of the simulation on a screen. In
the passive VR condition (PVR), participants experienced the sim-
ulation in VR without the interactive features. In the active VR
condition (AVR), participants experienced the simulation in VR
with the interactive features, having been informed that they could
verbally respond to the harasser and could put their hands out in
front of them when the harasser gets close if they felt comfortable
doing so.

5.1.1 Outcome Measures. Presence was measured after every con-
dition using the well validated Multimodal Presence Scale (MPS)
[55], which has subscales for physical presence, social presence
and self presence. The MPS consists of 15 items rated on 5 point
Likert scales, yielding overall scores between 1 (least presence) and
5 (most presence). Agency was measured using the questionnaire
used by Jicol et al. [38], based on the well validated “User Expe-
rience in Immersive Virtual Environments” questionnaire [88]. It
comprises three items rated on a 10 point Likert scale from 1 (least
agency) to 10 (most agency).

Emotional response was measured using multiple measures. The
negative affect subscale of the well validated and widely used Posi-
tive and Negative Affect Schedule (PANAS) [94] was used to mea-
sure an emotional baseline at the start, as well as after every con-
dition. The subscale consisted of five emotionally negative items
(afraid, upset, nervous, ashamed, hostile), rated on a 5 point scale,
yielding an overall score from 1 (most positive) to 5 (most negative).
Additionally, as harassment is known to cause anxiety [16, 29, 43],
the 6 item short form of the State-Trait Anxiety Inventory (STAI)
[84] was used to measure an emotional baseline at the start and
after every condition. It was scored using a 5 point Likert scale
from 1 (least anxiety) to 5 (most anxiety). Heart rate (HR), which
is a common indicator of emotional stress [87] and arousal [6, 22],
was measured during every condition using a Polar 10 chest-strap
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HR monitor and aggregated by averaging over the experience. Skin
conductance, also known as electrodermal activity or galvanic skin
response, is another common physiological indicator of emotional
stress [61]. We measured it in every condition using a Shimmer
Consensys GSR Development Kit with electrodes on the middle
and index fingers of the non-dominant hand, and averaged over
the duration of the experience.

We measured a participant’s empathy for harassment victims at
baseline (before starting the experimental conditions), after every
condition and one day after the experiment, using the empathy scale
from Ventura et al. [91]. The questionnaire comprises five items
rated on a 5 point scale that assess a participant’s ability to take the
perspective of a harassment victim, yielding a score from 1 (least
empathy) to 5 (most empathy). We also used the Value/Usefulness,
Perceived Competence and Pressure/Tension subscales of the well
validated and widely used Intrinsic Motivation Inventory (IMI)
[17, 49] after every condition, to measure how much participants
felt the simulation would be useful in preparing them for real street
harassment scenarios (Value/Usefulness), how competent they felt
in handling the harassment situation (Perceived Competence), and
how much pressure participants felt during the experience (Pres-
sure/Tension). IMI items were rated on a 7 point scale, with subscale
scores from 1 (least) to 7 (most).

At the end of the study, we administered a mixture of study-
specific ranking questions, rating questions and open ended ques-
tions about the realism, effectiveness and ethics of the simulation.
Participants ranked the conditions from most to least realistic and
explained their ranking and overall opinion of realism. Four open-
ended questions (“What use do you think this VR harassment simu-
lation could have?”, “What use, if any, could this tool have in helping
to reduce street harassment?” ) and 7 point Likert scale items (“If I
were to regularly experience the VR harassment situation, it would
make me feel more psychologically prepared for a future real-life situ-
ation”, “If I were to regularly experience the VR harassment situation,
it would make me feel more afraid of a future real-life situation” )
assessed the effectiveness of the simulation. Lastly, two open ended
questions and a 7 point Likert scale item (“I think VR harassment
simulations like this are ethical” ) were aimed at understanding par-
ticipants’ views on ethical issues. Due to the sensitive nature of
street harassment, a written rather than oral response was used for
all questions to mitigate participants’ reluctance in sharing their
personal experiences. The full post-questionnaire can be found in
Appendix 2 in the supplementary material.

5.1.2 Hypotheses. Based on related work and pilot experiments,
we posed a priori hypotheses that our harassment simulations be-
come more effective with increasing immersiveness and realism
from S to PVR and further to AVR. Each hypothesis H1-H10 has
two sub-hypotheses, e.g. H1P and H1A, addressing the expected
gains of PVR vs S and AVR vs PVR respectively. The first three
hypotheses describe gains in presence:

H1 Physical presence is higher in PVR vs S (H1P) and higher
in AVR vs PVR (H1A).

H2 Social presence is higher in PVR vs S (H2P) and higher in
AVR vs PVR (H2A).

H3 Self presence is higher in PVR vs S (H3P) and higher in
AVR vs PVR (H3A).

The next five hypotheses describe an increasing capacity to induce
emotional stress, as measured by subjective scales (H4-H6) and
physiological measures (H7 and H8):

H4 PANAS scores are higher in PVR vs S (H4P) and higher in
AVR vs PVR (H4A).

H5 STAI scores are higher in PVR vs S (H5P) and higher in
AVR vs PVR (H5A).

H6 IMI Pressure/Tension scores are higher in PVR vs S (H6P)
and higher in AVR vs PVR (H6A).

H7 Heart rate is higher in PVR vs S (H7P) and higher in AVR
vs PVR (H7A).

H8 Skin conductance is higher in PVR vs S (H8P) and higher
in AVR vs PVR (H8A).

The last two hypotheses describe increasing effectiveness of the sim-
ulation in preparing users for harassment in terms of its perceived
usefulness and elicited empathy:

H9 IMI Usefulness scores are higher in PVR vs S (H9P) and
higher in AVR vs PVR (H9A).

H10 Empathy is higher in PVR vs S (H10P) and higher in AVR
vs PVR (H10A).

5.1.3 Apparatus. In the screen condition, participants watched the
video on a 24-inch screen with headphones while seated at a desk.
In the VR conditions, participants wore an Oculus Quest 2 mobile
head-mounted display (HMD). The HMD allowed for hand tracking
without controllers, facilitating placement of skin conductance
sensors on participants’ fingers.

5.1.4 Procedure. After informed consent, participants underwent
a screening process which had been developed with a harassment
expert from the university ethics committee. The exclusion crite-
ria were a history of extreme harassment, history of neurological
disease, use of medication for psychological or emotional issues,
epilepsy or use of medical devices (e.g. heart pump). The Trauma
Screening Questionnaire [93] was also administered which asked
whether participants had been affected at least twice in the previous
week by an outcome of past harassment experience. This question-
naire contained 10 items such as whether participants had dreams
or recollections about the event which could trigger negative emo-
tions. More than four answers of ‘yes’ excluded the participant.
Participants who passed the screening process completed a demo-
graphics questionnaire and baseline measures for Empathy, PANAS
and STAI. Participants were given privacy to put on the heart rate
sensor chest-strap, and then the skin conductance electrodes were
attached to their fingers and the sensor unit attached to their wrist.

Next, participants started their first experimental condition. In
the VR conditions (PVR and AVR), they were fitted with the HMD
which at first displayed the Unity default infinite horizon to give
participants time to adjust the HMD for comfort before the ha-
rassment scenario started. In the AVR condition, participants were
encouraged to look at their hands and familiarise themselves with
the tracking at the start of the experience. They were told that
they could use their voice and hands to influence the situation if
they wished. After each condition, participants removed the HMD,
completed the empathy, PANAS, STAI, presence, agency and IMI
questionnaires, and took a short break.
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After the three conditions, participants completed the final, post-
experiment questionnaire, were debriefed and rewarded for their
participation with a £10 shopping voucher. One day after their
participation, participants were contacted by the experimenter via
email to check that participation in the study had not had adverse
psychological consequences.

5.1.5 Participants. We recruited 44 participants (24 males, 20 fe-
males), aged 18-45 (𝑀 = 26.86, 𝑆𝐷 = 6.26), through social media
and word of mouth. Participants generally had only a little experi-
ence with VR (𝑀 = 3.65, 𝑆𝐷 = 2.84 on a 10 point scale), considerable
gaming experience (𝑀 = 7.00, 𝑆𝐷 = 2.30 on a 10 point scale), and
high baseline levels of empathy (𝑀 = 4.04, 𝑆𝐷 = 0.55 on a 5 point
scale). All participants had normal or corrected to normal vision
and normal hearing.

5.2 Results
The results are illustrated in Figure 2. The error bars in the plots
show 95% confidence intervals of the mean. The hypotheses were
tested using paired, one-tailed t-tests. A power analysis using
G*Power 3.1 [28] indicates that these t-tests were able to detect
medium effects (Cohen’s d = 0.381) at 𝛼 = .05 with a power of
0.8. In the absence of a hypothesis, we analysed differences across
conditions S, PVR and AVR and effects of gender using two-way
repeated-measures ANOVAs, with condition as within-participant
factor and gender as between-participant factor. If a Mauchly test
indicated a violation of sphericity, a Huynh-Feldt correction was ap-
plied [57]. If an ANOVA showed a significant main effect, pairwise
t-tests with Bonferroni-Holm post hoc corrections were conducted,
to control for multiple comparisons while maximising power [4, 13].
We provide effect sizes for all pairwise comparisons using Cohen’s
d to investigate the magnitude of the observed differences [46].

5.2.1 Manipulation Check. We performed pairwise t-tests to check
whether the conditions S, PVR and AVR were able to elicit in-
creased perceived agency and were able to elicit negative emotions,
which are basic assumptions of this study. Agency was significantly
greater in PVR compared to S (𝑡 = −3.961, 𝑝 < .001∗∗, 𝑑 = −.597),
and greater in AVR compared to PVR (𝑡 = −7.435, 𝑝 < .001∗∗, 𝑑 =

−1.121) (Figure 2d), indicating that the conditions succeeded in
manipulating the levels of felt agency. PANAS scores were signifi-
cantly greater than B (𝑀 = 1.20, 𝑆𝐷 = 0.556) in S (𝑡 = −6.271, 𝑝 <

.001∗∗, 𝑑 = −.992), PVR (𝑡 = −1.711, 𝑝 < .001∗∗, 𝑑 = −10.819) and
AVR (𝑡 = −11.784, 𝑝 < .001∗∗, 𝑑 = −1.863). IMI Pressure/Tension
scores were higher than B (𝑀 = 2.11, 𝑆𝐷 = 0.690) in PVR (𝑡 =

−3.351, 𝑝 = .007∗, 𝑑 = −.537) and in AVR (𝑡 = −.469, 𝑝 = .017∗, 𝑑 =

−.469). IMI Pressure/Tension in S was not significantly different
from B (𝑝 = 1.000). This indicates that the simulation conditions
were successful in inducing emotional stress.

5.2.2 Presence. For Physical Presence (Figure 2a), themain effect of
condition was significant (𝐹 (1, 1.707) = 138.758, 𝑝 < .001∗∗, 𝑒𝑡𝑎2𝑝 =

.768) but not of gender (𝐹 (1, 42) = 1.011, 𝑝 = .321). PVR was sig-
nificantly greater than S (𝑡 = −12.961, 𝑝 < .001∗∗, 𝑑 = −1.954)
and AVR was significantly greater than PVR (𝑡 = −2.600, 𝑝 =

.011∗, 𝑑 = −0.393), therefore, we accept H1P and H1A. For So-
cial Presence (Figure 2b), the main effect of condition was sig-
nificant (𝐹 (1, 1.736) = 85.940, 𝑝 < .001∗∗, 𝑒𝑡𝑎2𝑝 = .672), but not

of gender (𝐹 (1, 42) = 0.034, 𝑝 = .855). PVR was significantly
greater than S (𝑡 = −10.986, 𝑝 < .001∗∗, 𝑑 = −1.656) and also
AVR was significantly greater than S (𝑡 = −11.504, 𝑝 < .001∗∗, 𝑑 =

−1.734). However, AVR was not significantly greater than PVR
(𝑝 = .606) (H2A), therefore, we accept H2P but not H2A. For
Self Presence (Figure 2c), the main effect of condition was signifi-
cant (𝐹 (1, 2) = 98.727, 𝑝 < .001∗∗, 𝑒𝑡𝑎2𝑝 = .702), but not of gender
(𝐹 (1, 42) = 1.270, 𝑝 = .266). PVR was significantly greater than
S (𝑡 = −7.124, 𝑝 < .001∗∗, 𝑑 = −1.074) and AVR was significantly
greater than PVR (𝑡 = −7.031, 𝑝 < .001∗∗, 𝑑 = −1.060), therefore,
we accept H3P and H3A.

5.2.3 Emotion. For PANAS (Figure 2e), the main effect of condition
was significant (𝐹 (1, 2.052) = 7.948, 𝑝 < .001∗∗, 𝑒𝑡𝑎2𝑝 = .401), but
not of gender (𝐹 (1, 42) = 1.269, 𝑝 = .266). PVR was significantly
greater than S (𝑡 = −5.622, 𝑝 < .001∗∗, 𝑑 = −.848) and AVRwas also
significantly greater than S (𝑡 = −6.754, 𝑝 < .001∗∗, 𝑑 = −1.018).
However, AVR was not significantly greater than PVR (𝑝 = .261),
therefore, we accept H4P but not H4A. For STAI (Figure 2f), the
main effect of condition was significant (𝐹 (1, 2.076) = 20.766, 𝑝 <

.001∗∗, 𝑒𝑡𝑎2𝑝 = .309), but not of gender (𝐹 (1, 42) = 2.022, 𝑝 = .162).
PVR was significantly greater than S (𝑡 = −5.546, 𝑝 < .001∗∗, 𝑑 =

−.836) and AVR was significantly greater than S (𝑡 = −5.179, 𝑝 <

.001∗∗, 𝑑 = −.781). However, AVR was not significantly greater
than PVR (𝑝 = .715), therefore, we accept H5P but not H5A. For
Pressure/Tension (Figure 2h), themain effect of conditionwas signif-
icant (𝐹 (1, 2) = 23.796, 𝑝 < .001∗∗, 𝑒𝑡𝑎2𝑝 = .352) and so was gender
(𝐹 (1, 42) = 4.319, 𝑝 = .044∗, 𝑒𝑡𝑎2𝑝 = .093). PVR was significantly
greater than S (𝑡 = −4.716, 𝑝 < .001∗∗, 𝑑 = −.711) and also AVRwas
significantly greater than S (𝑡 = −6.696, 𝑝 < .001∗∗, 𝑑 = −1.009).
However, AVR was not significantly greater than PVR (𝑝 = .51),
therefore, we accept H6P but not H6A. For HR (Figure 2j), the
main effect of condition was significant (𝐹 (1, 1.484) = 48.714, 𝑝 <

.001∗∗, 𝑒𝑡𝑎2𝑝 = .537), but not of gender (𝐹 (1, 42) = 0.941, 𝑝 =

.337). An interaction effect was found between condition and gen-
der (𝐹 (1, 14.84) = 4.027, 𝑝 = .034∗, 𝑒𝑡𝑎2𝑝 = .087). PVR was sig-
nificantly greater than S (𝑡 = −5.811, 𝑝 < .001∗∗, 𝑑 = −1.027)
and also AVR was significantly greater than S (𝑡 = −7.669, 𝑝 <

.001∗∗, 𝑑 = −1.356). However, AVR was not significantly greater
than PVR (𝑝 = .068), therefore, we accept H7P but not H7A. For
skin conductance (Figure 2k), the main effect of condition was sig-
nificant (𝐹 (1, 2) = 8.261, 𝑝 = .002∗, 𝑒𝑡𝑎2𝑝 = .141), but not of gender
(𝐹 (1, 42) = 3.970, 𝑝 = .053). AVR was significantly greater than
S (𝑡 = −2.648, 𝑝 = .031∗, 𝑑 = −.468). PVR was not significantly
greater than S (𝑝 = .283) and AVR was not significantly greater
than PVR (𝑝 = .245), therefore, we reject both H8P and H8A.

5.2.4 Usefulness. For the IMI Value/Usefulness measure (Figure 2i),
the main effect of condition was significant (𝐹 (1, 2) = 21.845, 𝑝 <

.001∗∗, 𝑒𝑡𝑎2𝑝 = .090), but not of gender (𝐹 (1, 42) = 0.579, 𝑝 = .451).
PVR was significantly greater than S (𝑡 = −5.253, 𝑝 < .001∗∗, 𝑑 =

−.792) and alsoAVRwas significantly greater than S (𝑡 = −6.248, 𝑝 <

.001∗∗, 𝑑 = −.942). However, AVR was not significantly greater
than PVR (𝑝 = .322), therefore, we accept H9P but not H9A. For
Empathy (Figure 2g), the main effect of condition was significant
(𝐹 (1, 1.977) = 3.564, 𝑝 < .001∗∗, 𝑒𝑡𝑎2𝑝 = .078) and so was the effect
for gender (𝐹 (1, 42) = 18.722, 𝑝 < .001∗∗, 𝑒𝑡𝑎2𝑝 = .308). PVR was
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Figure 2: Presence, emotion and effectiveness for baseline (if available) and in the screen (S), passive VR (PVR), and active VR
(AVR) conditions.

Table 1: Summary of results for Study 3 (mean± std. dev.). As-
terisks indicate significant differences between Passive VR
and Screen, and Active VR and Passive VR, respectively.

Outcome Variable Screen Passive VR Active VR

Spatial Presence 1.92±0.08 ∗∗3.41±0.84 ∗3.71±0.08
Social Presence 1.88±0.08 ∗∗3.33±0.99 3.39±1.03
Self Presence 1.40±0.06 ∗∗2.45±0.96 ∗∗3.48±1.01
PANAS 2.07±0.98 ∗∗2.73±1.12 2.86±0.96
STAI 2.08±.071 ∗∗2.54±.082 2.51±0.78
IMI Pressure/Tension 1.59±1.25 ∗∗2.27±1.27 2.56±1.14
HR (Heart Rate) 71.96±1.18 ∗∗79.03±8.24 81.30±10.32
Skin Conductance 1.71±1.40 ∗1.99±1.92 2.39±2.06
IMI Value/Usefulness 4.23±1.61 ∗∗5.10±1.33 5.26±1.30
Empathy 4.17±0.50 ∗4.32±0.55 4.30±0.53
Agency 1.99±1.34 ∗∗3.46±2.11 ∗∗4.30±0.53

than PVR (𝑝 = .322), therefore, we accept H9P but not H9A. For
Empathy (Figure 2g), the main effect of condition was significant
(𝐹 (1, 1.977) = 3.564, 𝑝 < .001∗∗, 𝑒𝑡𝑎2𝑝 = .078) and so was the effect
for gender (𝐹 (1, 42) = 18.722, 𝑝 < .001∗∗, 𝑒𝑡𝑎2𝑝 = .308). PVR was
significantly greater than S (𝑡 = −2.550, 𝑝 = .038∗, 𝑑 = −.384). AVR

however was not significantly greater than S (𝑝 = .089). PVR and
AVR were not significantly different either (𝑝 = .611), therefore,
we accept H10P) but not H10A. Scores for empathy differed be-
tween male and female participants in S (𝑡 = 3.848, 𝑝 = .003∗),
PVR (𝑡 = 4.027, 𝑝 = .002∗) and AVR (𝑡 = 3.729, 𝑝 = .004∗). For
Perceived Competence (Figure 2l), the main effect of condition was
not significant (𝐹 (1, 2) = 1.018, 𝑝 = .368), and neither was gender
(𝐹 (1, 42) = 1.094, 𝑝 = .302).

5.2.5 Realism Rankings &Qualitative Results. When ranking the
three conditions in terms of realism, out of our 44 participants,
38 ranked AVR as the most realistic, with six saying PVR was
most realistic and none for S. All but two participants thought
the S condition was least realistic. Overall, responses to the post-
questionnaire (see Appendix 2) mentioned that the visual and audio
of the simulation had a significant influence on perceiving the
virtual scenario as real. Experiencing the harassment simulation on
a screen did not have a strong immersive effect, with participants
mentioning their awareness of the testing room. Although the term
was not explicitly used, most participants mentioned feelings of
physical presence in the VR conditions. The ability to view the
surroundings by moving their heads in any direction in VR induced
a sense of being enveloped in the virtual space and the scenario

Figure 2: Presence, emotion and effectiveness for baseline (if available) and in the screen (S), passive VR (PVR), and active VR
(AVR) conditions.

Table 1: Summary of results for Study 3 (mean± std. dev.). As-
terisks indicate significant differences between Passive VR
and Screen, and Active VR and Passive VR, respectively.

Variable (Hypothesis) Screen Passive VR Active VR

Agency 1.99±1.34 ∗∗3.46±2.11 ∗∗4.30±0.53
Physical Presence (H1) 1.92±0.08 ∗∗3.41±0.84 ∗3.71±0.08
Social Presence (H2) 1.88±0.08 ∗∗3.33±0.99 3.39±1.03
Self Presence (H3) 1.40±0.06 ∗∗2.45±0.96 ∗∗3.48±1.01
PANAS (H4) 2.07±0.98 ∗∗2.73±1.12 2.86±0.96
STAI (H5) 2.08±.071 ∗∗2.54±.082 2.51±0.78
IMI Press./Tension (H6) 1.59±1.25 ∗∗2.27±1.27 2.56±1.14
Heart Rate (H7) 71.96±1.18 ∗∗79.03±8.24 81.30±10.32
Skin Conductance (H8) 1.71±1.40 ∗1.99±1.92 2.39±2.06
IMI Value/Useful. (H9) 4.23±1.61 ∗∗5.10±1.33 5.26±1.30
Empathy (H10) 4.17±0.50 ∗4.32±0.55 4.30±0.53

significantly greater than S (𝑡 = −2.550, 𝑝 = .038∗, 𝑑 = −.384). AVR,
however, was not significantly greater than S (𝑝 = .089). PVR and
AVR were not significantly different either (𝑝 = .611), therefore,
we accept H10P) but not H10A. Scores for empathy differed be-
tween male and female participants in S (𝑡 = 3.848, 𝑝 = .003∗),
PVR (𝑡 = 4.027, 𝑝 = .002∗) and AVR (𝑡 = 3.729, 𝑝 = .004∗). For
Perceived Competence (Figure 2l), the main effect of condition was
not significant (𝐹 (1, 2) = 1.018, 𝑝 = .368), and neither was gender
(𝐹 (1, 42) = 1.094, 𝑝 = .302).

5.2.5 Realism Rankings &Qualitative Results. When ranking the
three conditions in terms of realism, 38 of our 44 participants ranked
AVR as the most realistic, with six saying PVR was most realistic
and none for S. All but two participants thought the S condition
was least realistic. Overall, responses mentioned that the visual
and auditory representation of the simulation had a significant
influence on perceiving the virtual scenario as real. Experiencing the
harassment simulation on a screen did not have a strong immersive
effect, with participants mentioning their awareness of the testing
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room. Although the term was not explicitly used, most participants
mentioned feelings of physical presence in the VR conditions. The
ability to view the surroundings by moving their heads in any
direction in VR induced a sense of being enveloped in the virtual
space and the scenario (“The VR simulations felt more immersive
due to how much physically closer the objects and people felt” ).

Due to the resemblance of the virtual harasser’s behaviour and
attitude to a real life scenario, the persona of the harasser evoked
discomfort in participants, indicating that participants felt present
in the virtual environment (“In VR, it was difficult not to feel like I
was there, and it was very uncomfortable at times” ). The ability to
see their own hands in the interactive VR allowed participants to
embody the victim, which was not possible in the screen condition
(“I felt more like I embodied the victim because I could see my hands
– I didn’t have any sense that my real hands were separate from
the virtual hands, it’s like they had fused” ). Interaction with the
harasser via speaking or with their hands gave participants a sense
of agency (“Being able to interact with my hands and pushing the
harasser away helped greatly in terms of making me feel involved
and also having sense of control” ). Nevertheless, in some instances,
participants felt the interaction to be forced and unrealistic (“I think
the interactive VR harassment experience didn’t seem that realistic
because it is forced interaction, rather than my normal behaviour.
Ordinarily, how I would respond in that situation would be to walk
away which I couldn’t do” ). Participants discussed that the feeling
of a forced interaction was also due to the lack of threat in the
environment (“it was difficult to get immersed in a ‘threatening’
situation that lacked any real threat. I feel this would be one of the
main factors that would influence behaviour in a ‘real’ scenario” ).

5.2.6 Usefulness Qualitative Results. Most participants were posi-
tive about the effectiveness of the tool in empowering people. They
highlighted that the virtual environment would create a sense of
safety and autonomy, enabling them to easily take steps necessary
to cope with the psychological consequences of street harassment
(“I think it could teach people to feel more powerful in situations of
street harassment. When I have been harassed previously, I was so
shocked by what was happening that I felt like I couldn’t react. Fa-
miliarising oneself with this kind of scenario could help people to feel
more in control of their response to the harassment” ). Participants
also noted that experiencing in VR what it can be like to be harassed
and put in an uncomfortable and threatening situation enhanced
empathy toward victims of street harassment. Not all participants
had experienced street harassment in real life. Hence, introducing
the perspective of the victim did produce positive effects, such as
greater appreciation of the psychological consequences of street
harassment, increased likelihood to intervene as a bystander, or
changing their attitudes and behaviours to prevent becoming a
harasser themselves (“Perhaps making people ambivalent to street
harassment have some sense of what it feels like to be in that situation,
how persistent people can be and how intimidating it feels when they
get up in your space and won’t go away. This might make them more
likely to intervene in situations, regulate their friends’ behaviours or
even not do it themselves” ).

5.2.7 Ethics Qualitative Results. Participants disagreed that the
experience was unethical, so long as there is a screening procedure
and users are given prior information regarding the VR simulation

and potential risks. One important aspect raised by many of the
participants was that the VR simulation creates a safe environment
and gives them agency to end the simulation at any point. The sense
of safety may make it easier for victims to cope with their past trau-
mas at their own pace. Additionally, given that street harassment
can occur anywhere and at any time, individuals may panic and
not know how to deal with the situation. The safe environment cre-
ated by the simulation can give individuals time and peace of mind
to learn how to manage and prepare for such anxiety-provoking
circumstances (“I think this simulation is ethical because it gives
individuals a chance to work through any emotions experienced and
how to deal with such situations. In these situations it’s hard to know
how you will react and as it comes up randomly it’s hard to prepare.
Knowing you can step out of the situation immediately makes it a
slightly easier way to practise dealing with the situation. It feels more
realistic than an acted out scenario would feel in a standard room
without the individual being actually in danger of harassment” ).

None of the participants saw the VR tool as a form of victim
blaming. Rather, the simulation was perceived as depicting a real
life event that is prevalent in society (“I do not think that this VR
tool appears as a form of victim blaming, rather it points towards the
current trends that exist within harassment. Some of the comments
that were said by the perpetrator included how well the victim was
dressed and looked, as well as the fact that it was okay to say such
things at 9pm if someone was dressed like that. These comments are
quite realistic in my opinion and do an effective job of portraying
such real life events. I do not think that the VR tool normalises such
comments, but highlights them instead. Hence, it plays an educative
function as it creates awareness”, “I think if it is intended for use as a
preparation for people facing street harassment I think it would be use-
ful, as women or men need all the preparation in case of encountering
a scenario such as this” ).

6 DISCUSSION
6.1 How can we design a realistic simulation of

street harassment? (RQ1)
Very little research has investigated which design elements are most
important in the creation of harassment simulations [39, 40, 85],
with no research focusing on street harassment in particular. Exist-
ing training tools did not base their designs on published empirical
scientific results [1–3]. Our results indicate that several design
features are fundamental to an effective simulation of street ha-
rassment. First, ecological validity was regarded by both users and
experts as most important for the tool to be effective in induc-
ing presence and realistic emotions. It is therefore crucial to base
such tools on real harassment scenarios. Similarly, the quality of
audiovisual content representing the harasser was found to be im-
portant to ‘bring him to life’, including the script, voice acting,
avatar model and animations. Although some emotional responses
can be achieved when using only a 2D screen, Study 3 shows that
it is much more effective to use immersive VR. This suggests that
future tools should design scenarios for common consumer HMDs
to optimise availability and effectiveness. Our hypotheses, which
were almost all accepted, clearly indicate a progression from screen
to passive VR to active VR with increasing presence and emotional
response. Although the effect levels off somewhat from passive
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to active VR, it is clear that interactive features increase realism
further by actively engaging the user in the experience. It is worth
noting that the interactions we evaluated were quite simple and yet
showed clear effects, suggesting that it is not necessary to spend a
lot of resources and effort on complex interaction design.

The implementation of the two interactive features increased
physical presence and self-presence as expected but social presence
was not higher in AVR compared to PVR, which is in contrast to
previous findings [69]. This could be due to the interaction methods
or the reactions of the avatar not being realistic enough. Again
as expected, perception of agency increased with the presence of
the interactive features. However, none of the PANAS, STAI, IMI
Pressure/Tension or Empathy measures was significantly different
in AVR compared to PVR, which suggests that emotions were not
much affected by the increase in agency, as was also reflected in
the physiological measures. This dissociation between agency and
emotion has been observed before in the case of fear [38]. Lastly,
the IMI Usefulness scores did not see an improvement with the
addition of agency, which suggests that, by this measure at least,
users did not perceive the value of the interactive features and the
increased agency they offered.

6.2 What are the ethical issues surrounding
simulations of street harassment? (RQ2)

Domain experts raised several ethical issues around the simula-
tion of street harassment. First, they noted that for some users,
experiencing a harassment scenario could trigger severe negative
emotions from past extreme harassment experiences. However,
they believed that this risk can be effectively mitigated through a
screening process and the presence of professionals during the sim-
ulation. In this respect, they suggested design features that would
enable users to mitigate risks: the simulation should inform users
about what to expect in the experience and clearly warn them about
possible negative effects; it should tell them how to get support if
needed, e.g. through phone help lines; and it should enable users to
quickly and easily stop the experience at any time. The most appro-
priate setting for such a simulation is in expert-led anti-harassment
activities such as Empowerment Self Defence courses.

Harassment simulations may be perceived as victim blaming,
especially if they are framed as ‘training’ for potential victims. The
experts believed that this could be addressed by clarifying their
context and purpose. It should be made explicit that the responsibil-
ity and blame for harassment lies entirely with the harasser, ideally
as part of the simulation’s design. Finally, simulations can never
represent the full spectrum of possible harassment scenarios in the
real world. Therefore, they should not give users the impression
that they are fully representative of harassment, that all behaviours
other than those shown would be acceptable, or that particular
behavioural responses would be appropriate in all situations. The
development and real world application of behavioural strategies
should be guided by domain experts.

6.3 How effective is a simulation of street
harassment in eliciting realistic emotions?
(RQ3)

Evaluations of tools intended to prepare people for harassment
generally rely on plausible indicators of effectiveness, as it would
be unethical intentionally to expose users to harassment in the
real world. Hence, we collected evidence from experts (Study 2)
and users (Study 3) that estimate the simulation’s likely effective-
ness based on qualitative and quantitative measures. Our findings
suggest that the simulation can be effective: most domain experts
believed that it would be useful and several asked us to make the
simulation available for their professional use. This was supported
by users’ comments and the results from well validated scales and
physiological measurements.

According to SIT theory, the simulation’s effectiveness in elicit-
ing realistic emotions is likely to translate into increased resilience
and ability to cope [65]. Domain experts regarded the simulation as
a ‘strong tool’ that would make preparedness training both more
practical and more widely available. Furthermore, improvements
in measures of intrinsic motivation such as IMI Perceived Com-
petence and Usefulness/Value are often associated with increased
performance [12] and positive psychological and behavioural devel-
opments [75]. Although this has not been validated for SIT, users’
comments indicate that the simulation generally increased their
sense of empowerment and preparedness. Despite the elicited nega-
tive emotions, they felt safe and in control, similar to previous work
on the use of VR in relation to harassment [39, 40, 52, 85]. Finally,
related work also suggests that the simulation’s ability to increase
empathy for harassment victims could translate into positive be-
haviour change [64, 91]. Consonant with this finding, participants
reported that the simulation had increased their understanding of
how victims of street harassment feel, and suggested that it could
make people more likely to intervene as bystanders and change
attitudes and behaviours, thereby preventing them from exhibiting
harassment behaviours themselves.

An interesting observation is the significantly higher empathy
reported by women in all conditions. Women also scored higher
on the IMI Pressure/Tension scale, suggesting that they felt more
pressure and discomfort. These results are not surprising given
that the overwhelming majority of harassment victims are women
[86]. These results are in line with findings on gender differences
in perceptions of harassment, which indicate that harassment is
generally perceived as more serious and threatening by women
than by men [25, 53, 74]. The lack of notable gender effects for any
of the other measures indicates that the tool can be effective in
eliciting presence and negative emotions across genders.

6.4 Limitations
The domain experts emphasised that, while our selected scenario
was appropriate, harassment can take many forms which cannot
all be represented in a single simulation. They would like a greater
range and variety of virtual harassment scenarios to be imple-
mented. One ESD instructor stated that successful training is usually
achieved with 18-20 scenarios. Experts also suggested that the tool
should be adaptable to individual characteristics such as different
demographics, and that control over the intensity of harassment
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could be useful. Furthermore, some users mentioned that the range
of interactions implemented was too limited to allow them to react
in the way they naturally would, such as walking away from the
harasser. This could, in part, explain the lack of differences between
the PVR and AVR conditions for most of the outcome variables.
Still, it should be noted that the interactive features implemented
did not jeopardise the perceived realism of the situation, interaction
or harasser (as shown by the results presented in Appendix 3).

No VR simulation could replicate every possible street harass-
ment scenario and offer all possible interaction methods. However,
having demonstrated the potential of this approach with a common
scenario, we can work with domain experts and others to extend
the range of simulated scenarios. Similarly, additional interaction
methods can readily be implemented as the simulation tool is fur-
ther refined, in order to further enhance presence and potentially
other variables.

Another limitation was the use in Study 1 of videos to present
features of the VR experience, instead of an HMD. Similarly, the
short duration of the main video (2 minutes) may not have allowed
levels of presence to be achieved similar to the 5 minute long main
experience presented in Study 3. Nonetheless, Study 1 served to
inform further design decisions and more general guidelines; and
it was not intended to be a thorough assessment of the experience
which was then in an incipient phase. This assessment was reserved
for Study 3.

Finally, our participants were mostly young adults (age 𝑀 =

26.86, 𝑆𝐷 = 6.26), while harassment is experienced by people of
all ages [68]. We therefore do not know how far our results can
be generalised to different age groups, or the extent to which our
simulation can be effective with older adults, who have been shown
to rate VR interventions lower on usability compared to younger
people [45]. These limitations are all promising directions for future
work.

6.5 Future Work
Throughout Studies 2 and 3 it became apparent that our simu-
lation could also serve purposes other than the initial intended
one of psychologically preparing people for experiencing street
harassment. ESD instructors felt the tool would be effective if used
alongside ESD training, as it could be used to demonstrate com-
mon scenarios so that appropriate training could be provided by a
professional. In the time of a pandemic, ESD and anti-harassment
training has been provided remotely; when paired with such re-
mote training, VR simulations could make training with realistic
scenarios more accessible to people who are not able to attend or
not comfortable attending lessons in person. Moreover, both ex-
perts and users suggested that the simulation could be effectively
applied to other ways of combating street harassment, such as us-
ing it as an awareness raising tool for potential harassers and for
bystander training [31, 64]. Yet another use that was proposed was
in practising de-escalation techniques for specific types of scenario,
if users were able to influence the situation with more interactive
features tailored around de-escalation. In summary, VR simulations
of harassment can serve multiple purposes and can likely be inte-
grated into existing practices that aim to combat street harassment,
enhancing their accessibility and effectiveness.

While we have evaluated the effects of our design choices on
realism only in the context of a street harassment scenario, it is
plausible that they generalise to some degree to other scenarios.
There are many applications that aim to induce negative emotions,
e.g. for other types of stress inoculation training [58, 65, 96] and
exposure therapy [11, 66, 95]. Our results may inform the design of
other scenarios, e.g. by illustrating the benefits of immersive VR and
interactivity, in particular for those that have a strong interpersonal
component such as in the treatment of social anxiety [14, 27].

It is important to acknowledge that the impact of street harass-
ment is much wider than we could cover in the present study. For
example, many gender diverse people suffer street harassment dis-
proportionately more than others [21, 62]. As noted in our expert
interviews in Study 2, the scenario we have used in this study is
only one of many possible scenarios. While many of our findings
on realism in simulation design (RQ1), ethical issues in simulating
street harassment (RQ2) and the effectiveness of VR in eliciting
realistic emotions (RQ3) are likely to apply in other scenarios and
with different people, more work on in virtuo simulations of harass-
ment is needed, including diversity of both victims and harassers
and consideration of the effectiveness of different behaviours in
different scenarios.

7 CONCLUSION
We co-designed a VR simulation of a street harassment situation
with experts and end-users, investigating VR design choices and
their effects on realism and effectiveness, as well as the surrounding
ethical issues. Our results are intended to help VR designers and
other stakeholders to realise the potential of immersive technology
in combating street harassment, which has been largely unexplored
and still has many promising directions of future work. In summary:

(1) Ecologically valid scenarios with high quality audiovisual
representations of the harasser can effectively immerse users
and elicit a realistic emotional response.

(2) Simulating harassment in VR has inherent ethical risks such
as emotional triggering and potential perception of victim
blaming, which can and should be addressed in the design
and use of the simulation.

(3) VR harassment simulations can serve multiple purposes in-
cluding both increasing psychological preparedness for being
harassed and enhancing awareness and empathy in potential
harassers, and can extend and complement existing methods
of combating harassment.
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