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	Virtual Reality: The future for user experience research

Virtual reality (VR) offers both a realistic and a controlled research environment. Therefore, it is a very suitable technology to conduct valid and reliable research in the social sciences. Let me explain this by providing a concrete example of the use of VR in a study on the experience of hospitality. 
During my PhD research on consumers' experiences of hospitality in services, I conducted experiments to investigate the role of particular environment cues on the hospitableness of the service environment. 
For hospitality research, a controlled laboratory setting is not suitable. After all, how do you assess hospitality in a laboratory? That is why most experimental studies have been carried out in real service environments. I studied the influence of warm drinks on the experience of hospitality in a theatre, the role of comfortable seats in a self-service restaurant and the role of visual transparency and door opening at the entrance of a hotel. 
To show the effects of such variables on people's experience of hospitality, the manipulations of the environmental variables need to be sufficiently pronounced. In the theatre, this was feasible by offering either warm drinks (tea or coffee) or cold drinks (ice tea or iced coffee). In the restaurant, it was also feasible to offer both comfortable chairs and uncomfortable stools. However, the transparency of an entrance is more difficult to manipulate. 
In a pilot study, we manipulated this transparency by putting up a strip of adhesive semi-transparent plastic at eye level on the transparent revolving door at the entrance. Visitors could not see what was behind the door. Unfortunately, this manipulation turned out to be too subtle. But how can we manipulate visual transparency more effectively? It is quite impossible in real life to turn a transparent façade into an opaque one.
Virtual reality was the solution. With this technology, a virtual entrance to the lobby of a hotel was created (see the images below). In the transparent situation, the entrance, including the two automatic access doors, consisted mainly of glass. People were able to look inside the building as they approached it. For the opaque condition, the entrance and the doors were made opaque by using frosted glass. The light could still enter the building, but participants were not able to look inside. 
Additionally, the virtual hotel entrance offers the possibility to better manipulate door speed, which served as another variable in our study. Instead of using a revolving door, the timing and the speed at which two automatic doors opened when participants approached the entrance were varied. In a fast-opening situation, both sets of doors opened smoothly after each other, so participants could walk right through. In the slow-opening situation, the first door only opened after participants had been standing still for a few seconds at the entrance door. After entering the building, the first door closed, and then the second automatic door opened, after which the participants could continue to enter the building. In the latter situation the door opening was experienced as slow and irritating, but the participants recognised this from real-life situations, for example, in nursing homes.
Advanced VR technology were used to trace the location of the participants. In this way, the doors reacted to the position of the participants. In VR it was also possible to implement avatars, representing hotel employees, who welcomed and instructed participants when they entered the reception desk.
Participants indicated that they experienced the virtual hotel as quite realistic. They had the feeling that they were really present in the virtual world. Participants, remarked for example that 'the environment in VR provides a good and realistic impression of the environment' and called this  'a very nice experience, it just seemed real!'.
Experimental research using VR is promising because it provides a realistic and controlled environment. It also enables the researcher to design and control particular environments. VR offers the possibility to examine the effects of environmental aspects on people's real-time experience in a realistic environment in which many variables can be controlled, similar to the conditions of a laboratory study. VR is also beneficial for training and educational purposes, in areas such as health care, service management and interior design. Ultimately, VR offers the opportunity to measure how people react and evaluate various (test) situations.
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