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ABSTRACT
Social virtual reality (VR) platforms have increased in popularity
with many people turning to these platforms to experience social
connection, including a rapid influx of users during the COVID-19
pandemic. However, there is limited understanding of how people
appropriate and use emerging social VR applications to actively
support their mental health and wellbeing in daily life. Through an
online questionnaire and exploratory interviews conducted within
the social VR app VRChat during the COVID-19 pandemic, we doc-
ument how social VR is being used explicitly as a mental health sup-
port tool. Participants reported positive wellbeing benefits, mostly
attributed to the anonymity provided by avatars and perceived
safety within digital worlds and communities of practice. We also re-
port how people use social VR to practice social interaction, reduce
negative thoughts and form strong social bonds and connections
with others.

CCS CONCEPTS
• Human-centered computing; • Empirical studies in collabo-
rative and social computing; Social Virtual Reality;;
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1 INTRODUCTION
During the COVID-19 global pandemic in 2020, there was a signif-
icant increase in people living in social isolation due to national 
lockdowns and restrictions on physical interaction and movement 
[45, 55]. This had a detrimental effect on the mental wellbeing of

people across the world, with many people suffering from “COVID-
19 loneliness” [22]. Digital technologies offered a potential solution
to this by providing support and facilitating social connection re-
motely. A study by Türkay et al. found that many people used
videogames to cope with the stressors of the pandemic and sat-
isfy their need for social connection [57]. Social gaming platforms
were also shown to improve wellbeing and reduce loneliness during
COVID-19 [8].Whilemost research focuses on themental wellbeing
effects of gaming on 2D platforms such as PCs or gaming consoles,
a study by Siani et al. found that virtual reality (VR) gamers re-
ported a significant increase in game time and an improved sense
of physical and mental wellbeing throughout the pandemic [52].
Siani’s study provided quantitative data demonstrating that VR
can promote physical and mental wellbeing and may offer social
support to those isolated or lonely.

Social VR platforms present a novel way for gamers to interact
and socialize online in virtual environments, via head-mounted
displays (HMDs). Similar to virtual games from the 1990s and 2000s
such as Active Worlds and SecondLife, social VR apps allow users
to navigate virtual lives, form online relationships and explore
thousands of virtual worlds. Due to the immersion afforded by the
high-end VR headsets used by many VR gamers [5], users have an
enhanced sense of presence in the virtual world and can therefore
create more authentic relationships with people there [50]. There
is currently limited literature investigating how and why people
seek out the social benefits and mental wellbeing effects of social
VR platforms, despite their growing popularity around the world.

This paper reports on two empirical studies conducted in early
2021 during the COVID-19 pandemic. The first study involved the
dissemination of an exploratory questionnaire (n=32) designed to
document people’s current use of VR and identify potential links
between VR and mental wellbeing. The findings revealed that many
VR users associated social VR, specifically VRChat [61], with mental
wellbeing improvement. To explore this further, the second study
reports on 15 semi-structured exploratory interviews [7] carried
out within VRChat.

We report on the use of social VR app VRChat and describe how
participants used this application to practise social interaction, re-
duce negative thoughts and improve their mood and state of mind.
By conducting an exploratory interview study to understand how
VRChat was used throughout the COVID-19 pandemic, we con-
tribute to the field of HCI, social VR and mental health in two ways.
Firstly, we have explored a unique, understudied mental health in-
tervention context and provided empirical data demonstrating how
people consciously and explicitly use social VR as a tool to support
their mental health and wellbeing. Secondly, we have outlined the
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implications of using social VR as a mental health tool to inform 
future designs and research in this area.

2 RELATED WORK
This research explores the roles of social VR in supporting mental 
health during the COVID-19 pandemic. Therefore, a brief summary 
of social VR has been provided below, alongside key literature in 
the field of HCI, mental wellbeing and gaming.

2.1 Social Virtual Reality and HCI
Social VR platforms allow users to interact with one another in 3D 
virtual environments, typically via a head-mounted display. Tradi-
tionally, users have interacted with virtual worlds by controlling an 
avatar in the third person perspective [21]. However, immersive VR 
allows users to become the avatars that they once controlled, with 
the body acting as the primary interface between the avatar and 
the user. This gives users an augmented sense of ownership over 
their avatars and causes a strong sense of presence within virtual 
worlds [14].

Social VR has become increasingly popular over the last few 
years due to advanced VR hardware reducing in cost and thus widen-
ing accessibility. Following Meta’s announcement of the ‘Meta-
verse’, there has also been an increased awareness of social VR 
platforms and the potential harms and benefits of such technology 
[3].

VRChat is considered one of the most popular social VR plat-
forms, with the number of users rapidly increasing over the COVID-
19 pandemic to 22,000 users per day and over 4 million total users 
[48, 64]. VRChat was created in 2014 and has raised over $95.2 
million in investment [63], however remains free for users to play. 
VRChat is a massively multiplayer online (MMO) social VR applica-
tion that allows users to interact with one another in a vast range 
of 3D worlds [61]. Most content found in VRChat is user-generated, 
meaning members of the VRChat community design and upload 
virtual ‘worlds’ for others to visit and interact with. This creates 
an incredibly diverse and unique space with worlds ranging from 
rooftop bars to Japanese shrines. There are currently over 50,000 
community-generated worlds on VRChat available at the time of 
writing [64]. Users present as custom avatars - avatars can be se-
lected within the platform or created by the user and uploaded to 
VRchat via Unity, giving VRChat a unique edge over other social VR 
platforms that have simpler avatar design and selection processes 
[30]. VRChat is advertised as a platform to “explore, play, and help 
craft the future of social VR” [66]. VRChat has been described and 
categorised by Steam and Meta as a massively multiplayer game 
[65, 66], however VRChat is less focused on gameplay and more 
centred around creativity and social interaction. While VRChat 
offers gaming experiences, the innovative avatar and environment 
authoring affordances make VRChat a unique, diverse and nuanced 
social platform. We have therefore drawn on both HCI literature re-
lated to the design of mental health tools (i.e. not specific to gaming) 
and mental health and gaming literature.

To date, social VR studies have mainly investigated the use of 
avatars, non-verbal communication, harassment, player interac-
tion and engagement [9, 21, 31]. Maloney et al. and Freeman et 
al. have investigated the engagement of teenagers in social VR

and the complex interactions between children and adults [18, 29].
Researchers have also studied different aspects of the social VR
experience including relationship building and the meaningfulness
of virtual activities [41]. More recent research has also discussed the
various ethical considerations surrounding social VR as a research
space and collaboration tool [30]. Mcveigh-Schultz has conducted
significant research into social VR design and how users interact
within social VR [34], proposing a design framework for shaping
pro-social behaviour in virtual environments [33]. While the litera-
ture continues to grow, social VR scholarship remains largely in its
infancy with very little knowledge about the effects of social VR
on mental health and wellbeing, particularly compared to the large
body of literature surrounding mental health and gaming. Studies
relating to social VR and the positive impacts it can provide users
have been discussed in more detail below (see section 2.4).

2.2 Designing for Mental Health and Wellbeing
There has been a shift in human-computer interaction (HCI) re-
search to reach wider than focusing technology support for mental
illness, as “closer consideration of mental wellbeing can increase
the effectiveness of mental health interventions, help in prevent-
ing mental illness and relapse, and extend our knowledge as to
how we can support people to flourish as individuals and enhance
their quality of life more generally.” [54]. HCI research has continu-
ally established that design artefacts can promote positive feelings
of happiness and enjoyment, thus improving wellbeing (e.g [54]).
However, in recent years there has been a shift in focus towards de-
sign for fulfillment and deeper meaning [67]. Peters et al. suggests
designing to satisfy the psychological needs of autonomy, compe-
tence and relatedness is key to achieving sustained engagement
and wellbeing [39]. Peters et al. argue that achieving these two
outcomes have been the focus of HCI design strategies for decades,
yet the psychological needs have often been ignored. Wiese [67]
presents a multi-stage framework for sustained mental wellbeing
that incorporates theory from positive psychology, behavioural sci-
ence and HCI, and is ultimately centred around designing for both
subjective and psychological wellbeing. Psychological wellbeing
refers to long-term sustainability of positive mental functioning
and can be achieved when a person feels true fulfilment, purpose
and meaning in their life, whereas subjective wellbeing is associ-
ated with short-term positive emotions [4]. Increasingly, there has
been the acknowledgement that technology beyond those designed
specifically for mental illness can be appropriated to support mental
wellbeing, for instance looking beyond evidence-based cognitive
behavioural therapy apps to include the “possibility of eclectic
therapeutic techniques” [53]. In the real world, people appropriate
a range of technologies to support mental wellbeing, including
technologies intended for gaming [27, 56].

2.3 Mental Wellbeing and Gaming
Gaming has historically beenmiscategorized as an anti-social hobby
considered to have little relevance to the real world [43]. However,
an increasing body of evidence has begun to show that gaming can
facilitate social connectedness and promote positive mental health
[23, 58–60]. Regular engagement with gaming has been shown to
decrease stress [42], improve confidence [68] and positively change
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mood [59]. Given that males currently dominate the online gaming
community and are less likely to seekmental health support [16, 17],
online gaming has emerged as a non-traditional method of engaging
men with wellbeing enhancing activities.

Online games have become increasingly social, allowing play-
ers to benefit from community support and social connectedness.
Douglas et al. found that games with social aspects encouraged
players to become more social both within games and in the out-
side world [20]. Work from both Vella and Tyack into recreational
online gaming, found that gaming provides players with a sense
of autonomy and competence, with social gaming providing high
levels of relatedness [58, 59]. This was also hypothesized by Ryan
et al. who claimed games were primarily motivating to the extent
of fulfilling the basic psychological needs of autonomy, competence
and relatedness. These three psychological needs are required to
facilitate motivation and promote personal growth, as described by
Ryan and Deci’s Self-determination Theory (SDT) [46].

2.4 Social VR as a Tool for Mental Health
As mentioned above, the impacts of social VR on mental wellbeing
are not extensively documented in literature given that the field re-
mains in its infancy. Previouswork has however highlighted various
ways that social VR has positively impacted users. McVeigh-Schultz
provides a qualitative account of social VR developers, highlighting
the design features and considerations that go into shaping proso-
cial interactions in social VR [33]. For example, the positioning
of social catalysts and attention focusing objects within social VR
environments to “serve as a social lubricant”. This demonstrates
the intended social nature of social VR platforms, with platforms
carefully developed to facilitate and encourage authentic social
interactions. Work by Baker and authors has demonstrated the
acceptance of social VR as a communication tool for older adults
[5]. Prior work in the field of HCI has also shown that embodiment
in social VR can improve users confidence and reduce fear of pres-
sured social situations [17]. Researchers have also explored how
social VR affects meaningful human relationships [70] and social
VR users come to value the social VR community and make friends
easily [41].

We hope to build on this previous work, and to the field of HCI,
by documenting users’ experiences of consciously using a social VR
application as a mental health tool, and thus highlighting the signif-
icant potential of social VR for providing mental wellbeing support.
This research was conducted during a global pandemic when op-
portunities for social interaction were significantly restricted, and
as such amplified the participants’ mental wellbeing needs. The
presented work builds on the previous research into social VR by
providing in-depth data from social VR users describing the role of
social VR in alleviating loneliness and isolation during the COVID-
19 pandemic. The findings in this study demonstrate that social VR
platforms are being appropriated as mental health tools, these find-
ings are particularly important for social VR users, developers and
the wider research community and will be discussed in Discussion
section 6.2.

3 STUDY 1: QUESTIONNAIRE STUDY ON VR,
MENTALWELLBEING AND SOCIAL
ISOLATION

The aim of this study was to explore potential links between current
VR use and mental wellbeing. This was achieved by designing
and distributing an online questionnaire to two established VR
online communities. This enabled anonymous engagement with
people who were connecting with others online through a shared
interest in VR. Ethical approval was granted by our University
ethics committee (IRB) before the study commenced.

3.1 Method
An online scoping questionnaire was designed and distributed to
explore the current use of VR and to identify links between VR
and mental wellbeing. The questionnaire included both open and
closed questions and was divided into two sections: VR use and
personal wellbeing. The VR section asked participants about the VR
technology they currently use, their primary use of VR and their
favourite VR features, platforms, and games. The second section
explored participants’ perception of personal wellbeing, including
asking how they relax after a tough day and if they have ever asso-
ciated VR use with mental wellbeing. The questions around mental
wellbeing included the use of visual cards, developed by Ayobi et al.
[49]. The cards were adapted and used to help participants reflect
on their wellbeing and share their views. This section also included
asking participants if they engage with any VR apps that affect
their mental wellbeing. The participants were asked to provide
basic demographic information including age, gender and ethnicity.

3.1.1 Procedure. The questionnaire was advertised on the Reddit
VR forum [2] and Reddit Oculus forum [1], selected due to being
the most popular public VR forums, with over 550 thousand com-
munity members combined. The questionnaire took approximately
15 minutes to complete. As an incentive, participants had the option
to enter a prize draw for a $30 USD Amazon voucher.

Responses from the questionnaire were read and categorised
using Nvivo 12 qualitative data analysis software (NVivo 12, 2021),
initially through open coding. Given the short length of most of
the responses, a content analysis was not carried out and instead,
an inductive thematic analysis was carried out [11].

3.1.2 Participants. 32 participants completed the online question-
naire. Of the 30 participants who disclosed their gender, 24 (75%)
were male, 6 (19%) were female. While the participants were dis-
proportionately male, this is largely reflective of the demographics
across most VR gaming platforms and is similar to the demographic
of participants in the social VR study conducted by Shriram [51].
The age range of participants varied between 18 and 64, with 29
(90%) between the ages of 18 and 45. Participants identified as:
Caucasian (26), Latino (3), Asian (2), and having multiple ethnic
backgrounds (1).

3.2 Findings and Discussion
Two prominent themes were created during the analysis of the
questionnaire data: 1) There is potential for recreational VR to
improve mental wellbeing; and 2) Social VR applications, especially
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VRChat, are associated with social connection and reducing social 
isolation.

21 participants reported playing videogames after a tough day. 
This could be for numerous reasons such as using videogames to 
relax, escape, socialise or engage in rewarding competitive games. 
These findings support research claiming that gaming is often used 
to restore wellbeing after negative life experiences [58] and thus 
supports the potential for VR gaming to be used as a tool for men-
tal wellbeing. 25 out of the 32 participants reported their primary 
use of VR was for gaming, with the other participants reporting 
primary use being entertainment, education and physical exercise. 
When explicitly asked if participants used any VR apps to reflect on 
or improve their personal wellbeing, only half (16) said yes, report-
ing both physical fitness apps such as BeatSaber and SynthRider 
and social apps such as VRChat and Altspace. When asked if they 
thought VR could be used to support mental wellbeing during so-
cial isolation, 30 participants responded yes, with over half of the 
participants suggesting social VR applications, including VRChat, 
as a method of facilitating remote social connection and reducing 
feelings of social isolation.

As the aim of this study was to identify links between VR and 
mental wellbeing, particularly in the context of the COVID-19 
pandemic, the responses identified social VR apps as impacting 
mental wellbeing most significantly. The participants in the ques-
tionnaire associated social VR platforms, most commonly VRChat, 
as a method of remotely socialising and connecting with other VR 
users. To the authors knowledge, there are currently no empirical 
studies that explore the active use of social VR platforms for sup-
porting mental wellbeing. Given that positive social interactions 
and connections are positively correlated with mental health and 
wellbeing [47], identifying whether social VR can be used as a tool 
to provide social support and impact mental wellbeing could be 
greatly beneficial.

4 STUDY 2: EXPLORATORY INTERVIEW
STUDY OF VRCHAT AND ITS ROLE IN
MENTALWELLBEING

The aim of Study 2 was to empirically investigate the use of the
social VR platform, VRChat, as a tool for supporting mental well-
being. VRChat in particular was highlighted by questionnaire par-
ticipants to have effects on mental wellbeing and to provide a way
for users to connect and form relationships. To investigate this fur-
ther, VRChat was the focus of virtual exploratory semi-structured
interviews (n=15). Ethical approval to conduct interviews within
VR was granted by the university ethics committee (IRB) before
the study commenced.

4.1 METHOD
This study involved conducting virtual contextual interviewswithin
VRChat to provide an in-depth exploration of user engagement and
the perceived mental wellbeing effects. The interviews were con-
ducted at a time and virtual location chosen by the participants.
This ensured participants felt safe and comfortable during the inter-
view, allowing for open and free flowing conversation. Conducting
interviews at a location chosen by the participant is common prac-
tice amongst researchers, particularly for sensitive interviews [39].

Table 1: Definition of VRChat Concepts

Term Description

Portal A method of transporting to and from different
virtual worlds

Mirror Feature within most worlds that allows users to
see their avatar reflection (same functionality as
a mirror in real life)

Offline
world

Relating to the physical world outside of virtual
reality

IRL In real life
Avatar 3D character used to communicate and travel

around
World Virtual environment

This practice was therefore translated into the virtual world and
proved effective for building rapport with participants.

4.1.1 Research Context. This study was conducted in early 2021
during the COVID-19 pandemic. Therefore, the participants and
the author were under lockdown restrictions for the duration of the
study (February 2021 – May 2021). Lockdown restrictions included,
but were not limited to; social distancing, school, college and uni-
versity closures, mandatory ‘work from home’ orders, limits on
social contact and the closure of all non-essential public places [55].
The author conducting the interviews is a UK based female engi-
neering student with experience in VR technologies and gaming.
The researcher had not used the VRChat platform before this study.
A brief overview of VRChat language specific to the platform is
needed to contextualize the findings. Table 1 details common words
and their meanings within the context of VRChat.

4.1.2 Participants. 15 participants in total were recruited for the
interviews from posts on the VRChat discord server and from the
online forum Reddit-VRChat [53]. Participants had varied expe-
rience in VRChat with length of use ranging from 3 months to
4 years (mean = 1.5 years). Of the 15 participants, 13 were male
and 2 female, although predominantly male it is estimated that
82.5% of VRChat users are male therefore this sample was repre-
sentative of the community [38]. Participants were compensated
for the 30-minute interviews with $5 in Amazon vouchers. Demo-
graphic information has been summarized in Table 2, including
self-reported ethnicity and gender.

4.1.3 Design. The interviews followed a similar methodology pre-
sented by Shriram et al. where interviews were carried out within
social VR (VRChat) between avatars [51]. This allowed an in-depth
exploration into how users engage with VRChat and identify any
impacts on mental wellbeing, this also protected the anonymity
of the participants. The interviews took place in private worlds
so no other VRChat users were present in the interview. The in-
terviews were semi-structured and involved discussions around
VRChat use, VRChat social culture, the process of making and meet-
ing friends, the effect of VRChat on behaviour and wellbeing, the
avatar relationship, use of VRChat during the COVID-19 pandemic
and their experience of the VRChat community. The topic guide
was designed based on the findings from Study 1. In Study 1, we
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Table 2: Demographics of Interview Participants

ID Age Ethnicity Gender VRChat Experience

1 21 White American Male 8 months
2 26 White American Male 6 months
3 19 White British Male 1 year
4 25 White Turkish Male 3 months
5 25 White Turkish Male 4 years
6 30 Latino American Female 3 years
7 24 African American Male 1 year
8 28 White German Male 1 year
9 30 Asian American Female 3 years
10 42 White Canadian Male 18 months
11 27 White German Male 18 months
12 24 White German Male 3 years
13 36 White Russian Male 6 months
14 28 White German Male 1 year
15 26 White American Male 8 months

found that people related the use of social VR to improving their
wellbeing. To explore this further, we asked interview participants
about how they engage with VRChat and their motivations for
continuing to use VRChat. The interview topic guide can be found
in Supplementary materials.

4.1.4 Procedure. Before conducting the interviews, the first author
logged a total of 30 hours on VRChat over a 5-week period. This
is equivalent to the hours logged on each platform by Maloney et
al. during a participatory observation study across multiple social
VR platforms [29]. Maloney advises researchers log time on the
social VR platforms they are studying to understand the nuances,
features and dynamics of the environments [30]. Most sessions were
conducted between 8pm and 12am GMT on both weekdays and
weekends as this was considered peak time for social VR [28]. Short
voice notes were recorded throughout the sessions to document
immediate thoughts and impressions, and written notes were taken
after each session. This data was not analysed or reported on in
this paper but rather used to inform the interviews and give the
first author insight into how people use and experience VRChat.

Informed consent was collected from participants before the
interviews took place and they were asked to provide their VR-
Chat username and the world they would like to meet in. Beyond
the researcher’s voice in the interviews, the participants did not
know any personal information about the researcher other than her
current research project and experience in VR. This was enough
to build rapport with the participants as the author understood
and could relate to common VR practises and technologies. Inter-
views lasted on average 30-45 minutes. The interviews were audio
recorded using an external audio-recording device to ensure no
data was recorded or saved on the VRChat server. The interviews
were immediately transcribed following the interviews.

The first author led the thematic analysis and iteratively shared
and refined themes with the second and third authors. Initially, the
first author read through all collected data to get a sense of the
overall narrative. An iterative open coding was carried out as part of
an inductive qualitative analysis [11]. The first author read through

each transcript in full multiple times, highlighting key responses
(with a specific focus on responses which provided insight into how
VRChat was used during the COVID-19 pandemic and the effect,
if any, this had on a participants wellbeing or general behaviour).
The transcripts and highlighted responses were compared across
participants allowing the responses to be categorised into themes
and subthemes. The three authors met regularly during the process
of response categorization and grouping to refine and discuss the
themes. The aim of this was to understand how participants are
currently using VRChat and what effects this has on their wellbeing,
particularly during the COVID-19 pandemic.

5 FINDINGS
The findings have been presented in three themes, with sub themes
within. Firstly, we detail the impact of VRChat on users wellbeing
and behaviour, including improved confidence, a reduction in social
and general anxiety and an increased sense of happiness and fulfill-
ment. This theme also discusses the impact of VRChat on users both
in VRChat and offline. Secondly, we describe the ways in which
VRChat was used throughout the COVID-19 pandemic, specifically
how VRChat was used to reduce feelings of loneliness and isolation.
Finally, we describe how VRChat is being used as a tool for mental
well-being, mainly for practicing social interaction and reducing
negative thoughts and loneliness. Given that the themes all relate to
mental health and wellbeing there is some overlap across themes.

5.1 VRChat provided new and safe
opportunities for socialisation

This theme provides details of how users experienced improvements
in their wellbeing and changes in their behaviour both in VRChat
and in the offline world. Firstly, we present users’ experiences of
becoming more confident when engaging socially with others and
experiencing changes in their behaviour and ‘wellbeing needs’. This
was mainly attributed to the anonymity provided by avatars and the
acceptance of the wider VRChat community. Secondly, we outline
the ways in which participants’ experiences of VRChat as a safe
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environment led to a reduction in anxiety and an improved sense of 
wellbeing. Thirdly, we discuss how the process of making friends 
and socializing in VRChat was the primary reason participants 
enjoyed the platform and kept returning. Lastly, we describe how 
some participants experienced dissatisfaction with their offline lives 
after using VRChat.

5.1.1 The use of VRChat led to perceived changes in users’ behaviour
and wellbeing. Many participants perceived changes in their man-
ners and conduct since using VRChat. They described behavioural 
changes, such as becoming more outspoken and being comfortable 
with initiating conversation and approaching new people: “I gotta 
say that VRChat has definitely made me a lot more outspoken, con-
fident and social like in real life and in game stuff like approaching 
people.” (P12, Male). Participants also highlighted that their ‘well-
being needs’ had evolved during VRChat use. Whereas previously 
they would not have wanted or needed as much social interaction, 
they now relied on regular social connection, and they are able to 
access this every day through VRChat: “I talk to those guys [friends 
from VRchat] every day and it’s perfect for me since I’m now ex-
troverted so I kind of need that” (P3, Male). The appropriation of 
VRChat into their everyday lives gave them a new lens to examine 
their social priorities with participants describing how they were 
learning more about themselves through social engagement and 
exploring different sides of themselves in VRChat: “I’m not usually 
the sociable sort of person in real life so I wasn’t really out and about 
before covid but being in VRChat has really let me like explore my 
extroverted side” (P15, Male).

Beyond self-reflection and learning more about themselves, par-
ticipants also described how the use of the technology has made 
them “a bit of a different person”: “First starting out I was very shy, 
very socially awkward, not a very loud guy. But nowadays I’m big 
confident, pretty brave and I  l ike t o speak my m ind.” (P5, Male). 
Multiple participants reported that using VRChat had allowed “ex-
ploring my extroverted side” (P3, Male) and had a lasting impact on 
their extroversion: “Like I’m becoming more extroverted as I play 
this game” (P15, Male). Participants reported that VRChat allows 
them to overcome insecurities and as they met more friends, they 
realised they enjoyed talking openly and sharing more: “in VRChat 
it just felt so natural to be able to talk with my own voice and I have 
never ever been this talkative in my life, but I am actually able to 
talk to strangers now and open up to them about a lot of things” (P4, 
Male). The reasons given by participants for this were that they re-
alized they were only introverted in the offline world due to feeling 
insecure, being scared or being shy.

Participants explained that avatars help them escape physical 
insecurities experienced in their offline worlds giving them the 
confidence to socialise with others: “So even after the first couple 
conversations I had with people I got more confident, but I think that 
is because of the confidence an avatar gives you” (P5, Male). With-
out having to worry about their physical appearance, participants 
reported they could focus on their personality and form emotional 
connections with users: “it’s like people just talk to your personality 
rather than your body. So I have a confidence because I’m not insecure 
about my personality, you know, I’m insecure about my body and 
that’s taken away in here.” (P6, Female). Participants suggested that 
VRChat was impacting their offline world and making them more

willing to be more talkative and less shy: “I’ll be a little bit intro-
verted in real life then I’ll think ‘well I guess in VRchat I’m extroverted
so why would I, why am I trying to be quieter here in real life?’ So
it’s less that I’m forgetting but more that it’s changing how I act in
general” (P1, Male).

5.1.2 The anonymity and perceived safety of VRChat led to a reduc-
tion in anxiety. VRChat was described by all participants as a safe
and risk-free space. One participant described feeling less anxious
‘walking around’ VRChat worlds because there was no physical
threat of danger and the option to immediately travel to another
world or block a user, provided a sense of social security: “And it’s
safe as well obviously cause you aren’t actually going anywhere”
(P6, Female). This freedom and sense of safety was supported by the
design of an anonymous social setting, with participants describing
the feeling of a safe environment where “you get a clean slate and
you can just be whoever you want to be and nobody really knows any
different because you are anonymous” (P13, Male).

The safety of the anonymous environment allowed participants
to be more open with others to explore their social side: “it’s just
people talking to people but people are more open here because of that
anonymity” (P9, Female). This anonymity also allowed participant
to improve their confidence talking to strangers: “I’ve had less con-
fidence in general and I’m very self-conscious but in VRChat I’ve had
social experiences where all of these things I was nervous about are
just gone so I get to get used to conversation” (P1, Male). This sense
of safety also allowed participants to share more intimate aspects
of their lives, with some participants explaining that VRChat was
the first time they had experience talking about their feelings and
having emotional conversations with others. They went onto ex-
plain how this was an “added bonus” (P14, Male) of using VRChat,
with some participants being surprised at the improvement in their
wellbeing: “I wasn’t really able to talk to people before and I was
scared of just going shopping but I feel that has improved by a lot. I
didn’t expect that to happen but it has and it’s a nice side effect isn’t
it?” (P11, Male).

Participants described how the anonymity provided by avatars
allowed them to have a mental break from their physical bodies,
a source of anxiety. Some participants explained how their avatar
has made them feel “more me than me” (P10, Male). When probed,
these participants stated that this meant they felt more comfortable
in their avatar persona than their physical self in the offline world.
However, this comfort with their virtual selves had impact on their
engagement and comfort with their offline world, with some ben-
eficial reduction in anxiety around strangers’ judgement of their
real bodies: “I don’t really like my looks and my body and stuff but
in VRchat I could use a different body to what I look like and I felt
really comfortable in this type of body and nobody has to see my real
self. . .. It has made me realise that maybe strangers in real life aren’t
that scary too” (P4, Male).

VRChat also provides a social safety, users reported that the
anonymity ensured they do not need to worry about facing offline
consequences for blocking or travelling options: “You know it’s nice
to know that you’re not gonna encounter any danger and any danger
you do encounter you can just block the person.” (P3, Male).

5.1.3 Socialising and creating friendship groups in VRChat improved
users wellbeing and reduces loneliness. Participants reported being
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surprised by the kindness and support of other users, which allowed
them to more easily make friends in VRChat: “I thought it would be
a lot harder to find someone to talk to but everyone in VRchat is very
friendly and kind so it makes it easier to meet people” (P13, Male).
The support from the community is one of the reasons participants
reported feeling able to open up about their feelings, as the fear
of judgement or rejection is much less than in the offline world:
“people are here for actually chatting and those are the people that
are really kind to each other, and they are also looking for friends.
And that kindness is what’s got me to open up and get better with my
anxiety a lot.” (P4, Male).
Participants reported that the community has many shy and anx-
ious users so there is a sense of commonality that can help form
camaraderie and strong social bonds to other users. Participants
described that the common experiences and the acceptance from
the community improved their anxiety: “you don’t have to worry so
much and also. . .I’d say that also the people in VRchat, like especially
the ones that you get to know, are more accepting, of your opinion,
of anything you want to talk about” (P10, Male). The sense of a
community allowed for virtual friendships to develop, and these
personal connections were noted as one of the main reasons peo-
ple continued to come back to VRchat: “I met the pack [group of
friends] and that’s when I really felt connection and when I noticed
that I wanna play this all the time.” (P5, Male). One participant
described how their view on loneliness and access to social connec-
tion changed with VRChat in their lives: “you can’t be lonely when
you have all these people in these worlds waiting to talk to you.” (P9,
Female). This feeling was shared by other participants who felt
VRChat had improved their: “state of mind”: “it’s definitely helped
my state of my mind and like my need for wanting to have people
present” (P6, Female).

5.1.4 Experiencing dissatisfaction in the offline world due to using
VRChat. While all participants in the study were enthusiastic about
their use of VRChat and the mental wellbeing benefits it bestowed
(particularly in the context of social isolation caused by the pan-
demic), there were still unintended consequences to the immersive
aspects of social VR. This included potentially unhealthy compar-
isons between online and offline worlds, with some participants
describing feeling dissatisfied with their offline life once becoming
accustomed to VRChat: “there are times I see people and think like
‘oh I wish I could block him or get away right now’ but then you re-
member you can’t and you have to just put up with them.” (P11, Male).
The inability to use features from VRChat in the offline world was
also noted by participants with social anxiety, potentially making
it harder to engage in real life: “I don’t have experience of anything
really on the outside world but I think if I were to go out I’d find it hard
to not have some of the options like blocking and leaving worlds.” (P4,
Male). Participants described missing features such as transporting
away and blocking people in the offline world. Despite the benefit
of engaging in social interactions online, those safety features acted
like a crutch that was suddenly taken away in the offline world.

5.2 The use of VRChat to alleviate loneliness
and feelings of isolation during the
COVID-19 pandemic

COVID-19 was a time of heightened mental health issues for many
people for many reasons, not least because of enforced social isola-
tion. Participants, like many other people, turned to VRChat and
used it to improve their mental wellbeing and as an escape from the
real world. Participants described contributing to and benefitting
from a large support network of VRChat users over COVID-19: “be-
ing able to support people as well as get supported is pretty sweet.” (P9,
Female). The help and support participants received from VRChat
during COVID-19 was essential to maintain their wellbeing and
allow them to satisfy the need to socialise: “obviously you can’t go
out IRL and just meet people or go see a movie or anything so I’d say
VRchat has really helped me in that sense. Like I can now make plans,
meet people, socialise and it’s taken away the feeling of isolation and
loneliness” (P1, Male).

Of the 15 participants, 5 started using VRChat during the COVID-
9 global pandemic. Of the 10 that were already VRChat users, they
all reported an increase in time spent in VRChat since the start
of COVID-19. Many participants reported their regular use of VR-
Chat over the past year was motivated by the global pandemic
and the quarantine mandates. Participants identified VRChat as a
way to stay social and meet other people during legally mandated
quarantine and lockdowns that restricted physical interaction and
movement: “when there was talk of quarantine I thought hey I wanna
be ready for this shit so made the effort to meet people.” (P5, Male).
Many people were lonely during COVID-19 quarantine periods
with VRChat helping to alleviate this loneliness. Participants re-
ported joining VRChat because of: “Loneliness because of the covid.
It is very strict in our country with the covid so I can’t meet my friends
so yea I came to the VRchat to talk” (P13, Male).

As mentioned above, participants reported discovering different
parts of themselves and exploring the social aspects of their per-
sonality. With participants unable to socialise in the offline world,
VRChat allowed for a virtual world in which to socialize and in
which to gain social connectedness: “I mean the thing is that my
life became virtual because of covid but then it’ll stay virtual cause of
the people” (P9, Female). The importance of socialising also became
apparent to some participants: “I don’t think I realised until really
covid hit about how much I actually like interacting with people”
(P10, Male). VRChat therefore became a means for users “to feel
less alone” (P7, Male) and satisfy their craving for social connection
or needing a social outlet: "the help it’s given me during this time
[COVID-19] of. . .scratching that social itch has been immense and
I’m very grateful for it" (P1, Male). Some participants even discussed
how the feeling of offline loneliness is something that connects
users in VRChat, as they find “[isolated] people like me” (P4, Male)
and they share these experiences: “we are all lonely so we all want
to talk and it’s nice you know it’s awesome” (P13, Male). The people
they met and connected with were in similar situations to them
with regards to shyness and confidence, and their connections and
shared experience with other users has parallels to group therapy
approaches to mental wellbeing.

For participants who used VRChat before the pandemic, they
reported changing their use and becoming more reliant on it than
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before. For example, participants discussed how they used VRChat 
for gaming and having fun prior to the pandemic, but now that they 
were socially isolated, they use it ‘more seriously’ and engaged with 
a lot more people than before: “I was only really on it for the games 
before covid but now it’s for the people.” (P11, Male). Participants 
reported an increased use of VRChat during lockdown periods and 
a reliance on the app to improve their mood and wellbeing: “I’ve 
been stuck at home for the entirety of the year so I’ve basically only 
been on here and I’ve gotten on here to meet new friends. . . VRChat 
definitely has changed my way of meeting people and being social” 
(P8, Male). Participants also discussed how VRChat brings positivity 
into their life despite being in mandated isolation: “I’ve just been on 
a rocket and met really pretty people and it gives you something to 
think about and to look forward to and at times where there’s nothing 
to look forward to then that feeling means a lot.” (P9, Female). In a 
period of enforced isolation and social distancing, this technology 
was appropriated for mental wellbeing support by an increasing 
number of users.

Some participants linked lowered anxiousness and the relief of 
loneliness through their use and appropriation of VRChat into their 
everyday lives during the pandemic. Previous unhealthy habits such 
as overeating to counter loneliness could be replaced by instead 
socializing in an environment that did not exacerbate social anxiety: 
“it’s really scratched my loneliness itch even though I’m super anxious 
I get lonely like if there is no one present or talking to me I just start 
eating myself alive so being able to just hop on and see people, even 
if its people I don’t know, has made that a lot easier” (P6, Female). 
All the participants reported the personal social benefits of VRChat 
with most highlighting they have felt a reduction in loneliness: “in 
VRChat it’s kind of easier to not be so lonely” (P13, Male).

5.3 VRChat used as an explicit mental health
and wellbeing tool

VRChat became a tool for mental well-being because it provided a
safe space for the participants, where they did not feel emotionally
or physically threatened. Participants were able to practice social
interaction and improve their social skills. Aspects such as mirrors
and glitches scaffolded social interactions so they were not as scary,
and participants’ comfort and familiarity with them allowed them
to talk to others. Participants reported explicitly logging in to im-
prove their mental well-being, and in one case, to explicitly reduce
the possibility of self-harm. While the findings reported above have
detailed the many ways in which VRChat impacts users mental
health and wellbeing, this theme describes the ways in which VR-
Chat was deliberately and consciously used as a tool for mental
health and wellbeing by participants.

5.3.1 The use of VRChat as a tool to improve wellbeing and reduce
negative thoughts. Beyond the implicit implication that the reduc-
tion of isolation and loneliness was beneficial to mental health,
some participants explicitly stated they use VRChat as a method for
improving their wellbeing, giving them something to look forward
to and reducing loneliness: “I definitely use it for an improvement to
wellbeing like having somewhere to go Friday and Saturday evenings
and hanging out with people uhm it’s definitely and always something
I can look forward to during the week, so yeah it’s definitely something
that improves my wellbeing.” (P7, Male). VRChat was viewed as a

tool for participants to remedy lowmoods and boredom: “I’d say it’s
definitely something I know I can go to when my mood is low or when
I’m just bored and like need that social side of things.” (P1, Male). The
benefits of using social VR helped participants feel better about
their offline lives, however some participants noted this was not
their only motivation for use, describing their use of VRChat as
an escape from the offline world: “whilst I do use it as an escapism
like most people I know that it’s doing good things for me in the real
world too so there’s like 2 motivations to come in here.” (P10, Male)

In some cases, participants described that VRChat had reduced
negative or potentially self-harm inflicting behaviours: "I will be
straight up. I probably wouldn’t still be around if it wasn’t for this
game. I deal with a lot of my own personal issues IRL and having
a bit of a lifeline to just these people that I can just talk with and
not be judged for what I am just is a really enjoyable thing" (P5,
Male). Talking to other users about emotions and feelings was
described by most participants in this study, with one participant
describing how this led to seeking support in the offline world:
“In here I’ve been talking to people about how I’ve been feeling
outside for a long time and after doing that for so long I then found
confidence to get a therapist and start the work” (P10, Male). The
support and positivity from the community was often described
as the primary motivation for users returning to VRChat: “When
you get nice interactions, they just keep coming and I have started
to play VRchat every night for like 6 hours from that point.” (P4,
Male). Participants described that once they had met friends and
made social connections, they experienced a more positive mental
state and then began using VRChat as a method of improving their
wellbeing: “I got to see the social benefits and now yeah I would
say I use it to improve my mood” (P14, Male).

5.3.2 Using VRChat to practice social interaction. Participants were
using VRChat as a means to self-reflect and learn about themselves,
particularly around social aspects of their personalities. Partici-
pants were able to practice and hone these social skills as they
became more comfortable with the cultural context. Participants
described having to practice approaching strangers in VRChat, with
one participant describing using the “trial and error method” (P8,
Male) to learn the best ways to start and maintain conversations
and overcome anxieties surrounding social interaction. This was
also described by a participant that visits virtual bars and clubs
to practice socially interacting: “It’s also something that you like
can practise for example walking into a bar lobby where there’s 30
people walking around and you can around and just practise talking
to people” (P10, Male). Practicing social interactions was possible
in VRChat in a way that wasn’t possible in their offline worlds,
as there was the safety of anonymity and the ability to transport
immediately to another world if the social interaction did not go as
planned.

The ability to pick and choose interactions and experiences
within VRChat led to participants feeling “spoiled by VRChat” (P6,
Female) as they could immediately block users they did not want to
interact with. Some participants noted that this avoidance behavior
was not something they felt positive about: “I don’t like conflict so
my big things is like I wouldn’t want to stand up and address someone
but in VR you just go block and then I’d no longer see the situation, I
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don’t love the concept of just like hiding it but at least it lets me it lets
me enjoy my space.” (P10, Male).

Given the inherently social nature of VRChat, participants re-
ported having the confidence to approach strangers: “I know other
people are here to socialise so it’s less intimidating talking to a stranger”
(P7, Male). There were also design features, in VRChat that allowed
participants to practice social interactions more easily. Beyond
the ability to travel immediately away from a situation, there are
features that created a less pressured environment to encourage
interaction. For example, there are mirrors in most of the worlds
found in VRChat. The mirrors allow avatars to see their reflection
and are used in multiple ways to enhance gameplay and social
interaction. Participants described using mirrors as a method of
easily interacting with others:” So you walk in you go to a mirror
then you just start chatting and see if anyone else at that mirror talks
back, easy”. (P8, Male). The mirrors are also considered a common
feature across VRChat worlds providing a sense of safety through
familiarity: “it’s a feature that like unites worlds I guess and you just
sort of know what to expect at a mirror so it’s safe you know” (P8,
Male). These features gave the participants the confidence to over-
come their fears of socialising and practice starting and maintaining
conversations.

6 DISCUSSION
This study has provided insight into how people actively and con-
sciously use VRChat as a mental health tool to alleviate loneliness
and support their mental health and wellbeing. We found that
participants identified VRChat as a tool to alleviate feelings of
loneliness and isolation throughout the COVID-19 pandemic. The
findings outline how social VR users could experience a deep sense
of connection with other users and in turn become more confident
individuals, which is similar to previous social VR studies [17, 41].
The social connection experienced by all of the participants in this
study motivated their continued use of the platform and improved
their wellbeing, as many described feeling more confident and so-
ciable in real life as well as in social VR. The findings in this study
advance our current understanding of how people engage with
social VR platforms by providing accounts of how VRChat is used
explicitly and deliberately as a mental health tool. The implica-
tions of these findings in the context of HCI literature are discussed
below.

6.1 Social VR as a form of non-traditional CBT
We have reported on the various ways that participants explicitly
use VRChat as a tool for improving their mental health and wellbe-
ing. Specifically, we found participants that described themselves as
shy and anxious reported using VRChat to practice social interac-
tion. VRChat can therefore be considered a non-traditional method
of providing cognitive behavioural therapy (CBT) for people who
are shy or anxious. VR exposure therapy is a CBT method com-
monly used in the treatment of anxiety [10, 13, 19]. The concept of
VR exposure therapy is to present a feared scenario or situation and
then present a realistic outcome to the scenario, often disproving
an irrational feared outcome [12]. Continual exposure to the feared
environment can reduce anxiety over time. For successful and safe
VR exposure therapy, environments must be controlled and safe

so as to not cause distress [32]. In many ways VRChat provides a
platform for people with social anxiety to continually be exposed
to their fear of socializing in a safe manner. VRChat users have
the ability to block other users, immediately transport to another
world or exit the game entirely. Participants in this study that re-
ported suffering from social anxiety, also reported being able to
practice social interaction in VRChat which led to them trusting
others and socializing, in some cases for the first time in their lives.
Some of which went on to describe now feeling more confident
in social situations in the real world. The process of being able to
practice social interaction is aided by design features in Social VR
(Mirrors as described in Findings). This suggests that participants
were using VRChat to engage in a version of exposure therapy and
reduce their anxiety by repeatedly exposing themselves to social
situations that they fear in the offline world. This is an exciting
avenue worth exploring in much greater depth as the ability to
provide accessible and safe support to people with social anxiety,
who very rarely seek support, would have enormous benefit. This
also further demonstrates the extent to which VRChat can be used
as a tool for mental wellbeing. There are however significant risks
associated with appropriating VRChat as a mental health tool when
this is not the explicit intended use of the platform. Particularly for
users who become solely reliant and dependable on VRChat as a
social outlet and wellbeing tool, as was the case for some partic-
ipants in this study. The risks and implications of this have been
discussed below.

6.2 The implications of VRChat being used as
mental health tool

The findings from this study demonstrate how social VR can be
used to facilitate and promote strong social relationships between
users, leading to perceived improvements in mental health and
wellbeing. The benefits of social connection and support have been
well documented in the field of psychology and mental health,
with social VR presenting as a platform for people to experience
these benefits virtually and remotely [24]. This was particularly
advantageous during the COVID-19 pandemic when many people
around the world were isolated and under quarantine restrictions. It
is therefore not novel or surprising to find that people benefit from
socially interacting with others in VRChat, with previous work
reporting similar findings [5, 16, 17, 41]. Interestingly however, this
study has highlighted that during the COVID-19 pandemic, VRChat
was being used explicitly and deliberately as a tool for improving
mental health and wellbeing, helping users to alleviate feelings
of loneliness and isolation. From previous work, we know that
the use of social VR and embodiment lead to positive impacts on
users, however no studies to date have provided accounts of how
people explicitly use VRChat as a tool to improve and maintain
their mental health. This finding has important implications for
social VR users, developers and the wider research community.

Firstly, social VR users in this study were extremely enthusiastic
and positive about their use of VRChat as a mental wellbeing tool,
with some participants explaining it is the only place they can talk
about their feelings and manage their mental health and wellbeing.
This was particularly true for participants who described being shy
or having social anxiety. While it is positive that these participants
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have found a way to improve their wellbeing and mental health, we 
must consider the potentially harmful effects of using social VR as 
a primary method of socialising and improving mental health. For 
example, the use of social VR, where users are anonymous, could 
be viewed as a method of escapism and avoidance from the offline 
world. While a certain level of escapism can be positive and allow 
people to take a break from their lives, it can also lead to negative 
patterns of behaviours and consequences for their mental and phys-
ical health, as previously documented [25, 35]. If social VR users 
become dependent on social VR as a coping mechanism for real 
life, they may be more susceptible to problematic and addictive use 
of social VR platforms. This phenomenon has been extensively re-
searched in psychology and gaming literature, whereby the instant 
gratification of online gaming and socialising is considered superior 
to that in real life. Less is currently known about the dangers of 
problematic and addictive behaviours of social VR platforms. Given 
that most participants in this study were unable to socialise in real 
life (due to the COVID-19 pandemic), it remains unknown how 
their use of social VR will change or evolve after the COVID-19 
pandemic and the effects this will have on their mental health and 
wellbeing.

For social VR developers, understanding how social VR plat-
forms are currently appropriated is essential to ensure adequate 
affordances and safety features are considered. There is currently 
significant disruption in the social VR landscape, due to the an-
nouncement of Metas ‘Metaverse’, with uncertainty as to how the 
field will change in the coming years. We therefore must ensure 
that as the VR field evolves, we consider how these apps are being 
used and the effects future development could have on these users. 
As discussed in Related Work (section 2.4), social VR platforms are 
designed carefully and methodically, to facilitate and enhance social 
interactions [33]. Moving forward, this must remain a priority and 
focus, and social VR developers must consider and be aware of how 
their platforms are being used.

For the HCI research community, social VR remains a novel field 
of study with much still to be understood about the experiences of 
how different user groups interact and appropriate social VR. HCI 
researchers should follow advice from Maloney [14] who outlines 
the ethical considerations and future directions for social VR as 
an emerging research space. We found spending ample time on 
VRChat an essential and insightful part of this work and strongly 
recommend researchers in this field do the same to gain empathy 
and insight into the nuances and culture of the social VR platform 
intended for study. Researchers should also be considerate of the 
social VR environment when conducting research given that many 
users rely on the safety and anonymity of the space to improve 
their mental health and wellbeing. Below, we now discuss how the 
design of social VR draws parallels to the design of tools for mental 
health and wellbeing.

6.3 Social VR integrates theory from
behavioural science, positive psychology
and HCI to promote mental wellbeing

VRChat as a mental health tool draws comparisons to many tools
that have been specifically designed for supporting mental health

and psychological wellbeing [40, 54, 67]. For example, HCI re-
searchers have been addressing challenges relating to engagement
with online therapy interventions that aim to promote psycholog-
ical wellbeing [54], with research suggesting that the implemen-
tation of specific design strategies can enhance user engagement
and reduce attrition rates with online therapy interventions. These
design strategies include: (1) increasing interaction opportunities;
(2) providing immediate feedback; (3) increasing personalization;
(4) offering remote therapist support; (5) building a social com-
munity; and (6) employing ‘relational agents to engage the user
in an empathic dialogue’. Most of these design strategies can be
observed in VRChat, where users have an infinite number of po-
tential interactions (worlds, features within worlds and users); they
talk in real-time therefore feedback is immediate; the more a user
engages the more friends they make; and there is a community of
nearly four million users that offer constant and immediate sup-
port. It is therefore not surprising that many participants in this
study reported using VRChat to improve their mental wellbeing
and experience personal growth. This study provides qualitative
evidence that VRChat can and is being used as a mental wellbeing
tool, with users not only benefitting from social interactions and
gameplay, but also experiencing the benefits of having open and
honest conversations with others.

This could have substantial benefit for men’s mental health and
wellbeing specifically, given that males currently dominate VRChat
and have historically struggled to express their emotions and seek
mental health support [36]. Support seeking is often avoided due
to stigma, the fear of judgement, not having adequate social con-
nections or being unable to access help [17]. Social VR overcomes
many of these factors by offering a non-traditional and subtle way
of engaging men with mental wellbeing support in an accessible
way that can be integrated into everyday life. The anonymity, af-
forded by avatars, allows users to speak without fear of ‘real life’
repercussions or judgement. This can also provide the confidence
that many males lack in real life to reflect on and discuss their feel-
ings. Participants in this study were majority males (average age
= 28) and they discussed how the anonymity and safety provided
by VRChat allowed them to open up about their personal lives.
This led to experiencing the benefits of talking about their feelings
and being supported by others. Many mental health campaigns
and digital apps have tried, and failed, at achieving this [44]. Social
VR could therefore act as a platform for letting men safely and
anonymously discuss their feelings and experience the positive im-
pact this has on their mental wellbeing. The findings in this paper
therefore contribute to the research on gaming for mental health by
presenting VRChat as another gaming platform that has potential
to engage men in wellbeing enhancing activity.

6.3.1 The Role of the VR Avatar. Avatars have been extensively
studied in online virtual worlds [15, 16, 37, 50, 69] and have been
shown to play a key role in mediating social interaction and in-
fluencing player’s behaviour both online and offline. This study
has shown that in social VR, avatars bolster confidence, influence
behaviour, enhance interactions and users have a strong sense
of ownership over their avatars leading to a feeling of physical
presence in virtual environments. This is similar to the findings pre-
sented by Maloney, Moustafa and Baker [6, 16, 37]. In the context
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of wellbeing, avatars improved confidence by providing anonymity.
This allowed users to make strong bonds with other users and
engage in open conversation. This somewhat contradicts current
literature that suggests anonymity provides emotional distance
in online interactions [37]. However, there is significant research
demonstrating the social benefits of anonymity for gamers that
experience social anxiety and shyness in face-to-face interaction
[26]. Given the introverted nature of most of the participants in this
study, this may account for the reason that anonymity enhances
social connection.

7 LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE WORK
The study reported has several limitations. Firstly, the study only
investigated the Social VR application VRChat. VRChat is currently
the most popular social VR platform on Steam, however, it is not
representative of all Social VR given the individuality and different
activities offered by mainstream Social VR platforms. Further re-
search exploring other Social VR platforms such as AltSpaceVR, Rec
Room and Meta Horizon Worlds is required to assess if the findings
in this study are generalizable to all Social VR or are specific to
VRChat.

Social VR scholarship is still in its infancy and significantly
more research is required to fully understand the consequences of
Social VR on mental wellbeing. There is very little known about
the long-term psychological impacts of having a ‘virtual social
life’. Understanding this is necessary to clearly identify whether
Social VR can affect wellbeing both online and offline. This is also
required to ensure that Social VR does not cause harm to users or
encourage addictive behaviours. A promising research direction
is to conduct mixed methods studies based on VRChat logs and
experience sampling measures to investigate whether these mental
wellbeing improvements and behaviour changes translate into the
offline world. A mixed-method study with a broader and more
diverse range of participants would also provide insight into how
social VR impacts users mental health, and how different types of
user groups are affected.

8 CONCLUSION
We have presented two empirical studies that support the use of
social VR as a tool for mental wellbeing. Through an exploratory
questionnaire, VR users identified social VR platform, VRChat, as a
method of receiving social support during the COVID-19 pandemic,
reducing isolation and loneliness. This inspired a second study that
included contextual virtual interviews within VRChat.

The findings in this paper indicate that VRChat is being used
explicitly by people as a tool for mental health. Through the
anonymity provided by avatars and the safe and supportive com-
munity of users, participants reported building strong social con-
nections with other users and feeling motivated to engage in open
and honest conversations about their feelings.

This study therefore makes two key contributions to the field of
social VR, gaming, and mental health. Firstly, by exploring a unique,
understudied mental health intervention context we have identified
that social VR, specifically VRChat, was recognised and used as
a way of alleviating loneliness and isolation during the COVID-
19 pandemic. Specifically, we have demonstrated how people use

social VR to practice social interaction, reduce negative thoughts
and form strong emotional bonds with others. Secondly, we have
outlined the implications of using social VR as a mental health tool
to inform future designs for mental health interventions.

Further research on the long-term impacts of a ‘virtual social
life’ is warranted, particularly in the context of growing interest in
Social VR at scale, as Social VR presents an exciting avenue for the
field of mental health and wellbeing.
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