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1  �Phobias: Statistics, Effects, and Treatment

Phobia is a type of anxiety disorder manifested through an extreme, uncontrolled, 
and irrational fear that appears when the subject is exposed to certain stimuli—a 
naturalistic situation, the presence of people, animals, or objects. There are different 
types of phobias, such as agoraphobia – fear of crowds or open spaces, social pho-
bias—fear of speaking in public, meeting people of higher authority, eating or using 
the telephone in front of others, and specific phobias—caused by various objects 
and situations (World Health Organization 2017). Social phobias affect all age cat-
egories, but the onset is usually in the adolescence (95% begin before the age of 20). 
In what concerns the sex categories, women are more affected than men (Olesen 
2015). Also, anxiety disorders are more common in women—4.6% at the world 
level, compared to 2.6% in men. As for specific phobias, they occur at least once in 
a lifetime for 15–20% of the world’s population (Olesen 2015). They have the fol-
lowing prevalence at the world level: acrophobia (fear of heights)—7.5%, arachno-
phobia (fear of spiders)—3.5%, aerophobia (fear of flying)—2.6%, astraphobia 
(fear of lightning and thunder)—2.1%, dentophobia (fear of dentist)—2.1% (Nation 
Wide Phobias Statistics 2019). Some phobias are connected: for example, acropho-
bia is related to fear of elevators and fear of flying (Muris et  al. 1999). Specific 
phobias usually appear in childhood and prolong throughout the entire life (Olesen 
2015). For acrophobia, various researchers supported hereditary and nonassociative 
factors in the development of this anxiety disorder, as the subjects were unable to 
account for a height-related experience triggering acrophobia. The subjects from the 
control group did not develop acrophobia, even if they have been exposed to heights 
(Menzies and Clarke 1993, 1995). Besides, Poulton et al. (1998) and Poulton and 
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Menzies (2002) showed that the lowest incidence of acrophobia was encountered 
for those who suffered heights-related injuries in childhood. Moreover, Menzies 
and Parker (2001) reported that the non-phobic subjects had the highest incidence 
of traumatic falls, without affecting their perception on heights. Many other studies 
supported the non-conditioning theory (Field et al. 2001; Graham and Gaffan 1997; 
Withers and Deane 1995) and claimed that phobias emerge as a result of other expe-
riences that cannot be recalled or consciously brought into memory.

A phobia crisis causes both physical and emotional symptoms. Among its physi-
cal manifestations, we account for high heart rate, sweating, tremor, rapid breath-
ing, or dizziness. On the other hand, the emotional symptoms could include anxiety 
attacks and difficulty in controlling one’s emotional state despite intense efforts. 
The treatment for phobias comprises of medication (antianxiety and antidepressive 
drugs), in-vivo exposure in a controlled environment, Cognitive Behavioral Therapy 
(CBT), and virtual exposure. In 1958, Wolpe (1958) developed a technique called 
“systematic desensitization”, based on deep mental and muscular relaxation. In 
1977, Bandura (1977) proposed the “self-efficacy” theory that relies on one’s confi-
dence and personal judgment about the ability of overcoming the stressful stimuli. 
Another model of therapy was “reinforced practice”, based on a continuous practice 
and improvement of the responses to certain therapeutic elements, such as the atti-
tude toward stimuli, feedback to the therapist, and self-control (Leitenberg 1976). 
Ritter (1969) introduced the “contact desensitization” therapy, where the patient 
was assisted by the therapist who held his hand or arm during exposure. The desen-
sitization method provided good results when the therapist behaved warmly or not 
with the patient (Morris and Magrath 1979) and even when the therapist was not 
present in the room—a tape recorder played the instructions for treatment (Baker 
et al. 1973). CBT is a strategy that encourages the subjects to change their attitude 
toward the aversive experience by replacing negative thoughts with positive ones. 
Only 23% of the people suffering from phobias seek treatment, especially medica-
tion and CBT. The study of Steinman and Teachman (2014) showed that CBT has 
the same rate of success for treating acrophobia as in-vivo exposure to heights.

2  �Virtual Reality in Phobia Therapy

Virtual reality (VR) was used since the 1990s in phobia therapy. It benefits from 
some practical advantages such as a better control of the exposure, possibility to 
render situations that are not easily accessible, ability to provide stimuli of lower or 
higher magnitudes than in real-world settings (Choi et al. 2001), higher comfort for 
both the patient and the therapist, confidentiality, friendly environment, suitable 
especially for those who do not possess imaginative skills (Coelho et al. 2009). The 
idea of developing virtual worlds for training purposes dates back to the 1940s, 
when the American government invested in flight simulators in the context of the 
Second World War (Littman 1996). Virtual Reality Exposure Therapy systems 
(VRETs) emerged in 1996 when North and North (1996) observed that a flight 
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simulating a virtual environment produced fear responses that were not associated 
with motion sickness.

According to Garcia-Palacios et al. (2002), 90% of respondents preferred VR 
exposure than in-vivo exposure for arachnophobia therapy. In Garcia-Palacios et al. 
(2001), over 80% of patients opted in favor of virtual exposure for acrophobia ther-
apy. VRET systems offer similar results in the posttreatment assessments, compa-
rable to those provided by CBT, with strong real-life impact and good stability of 
results in time (Opris et al. 2012).

In the virtual environment described in Hodges et al. (1995), there have been 
designed three situations to be used in acrophobia therapy: an elevator, a balcony, 
and a bridge. The participants were randomly divided into two groups: a treatment 
and a control group. The subjects from the treatment group used virtual therapy and 
they were free to spend as much time as they wanted in various sessions. The sub-
jects from the control group received no treatment; they were only subjected to two 
evaluations after 7 weeks. The results of the study have shown that the VR-based 
treatment was as effective as traditional therapy (Hodges et al. 1995).

The quantitative meta-analysis performed in (Parsons and Rizzo 2008) high-
lighted that VRET has potential in treating anxiety and certain phobias, including 
acrophobia. The results of a VRET-based study are presented in Shiban et al. (2015), 
where the issue of Return of Fear (ROF) after successful treatment was thoroughly 
approached. All participants completed both a VR test and an in-vivo Behavioral 
Avoidance Test (BAT). The results of a meta-analysis demonstrated that VRET can 
produce significant behavior changes in real-life situations that support its applica-
bility in treating specific phobias (Morina et al. 2015).

A comparison between an Augmented Reality (AR) and a VR system including 
acrophobic scenarios is presented in Carmen Juan and Perez (2010). There were no 
significant differences regarding the therapy results. In AR, the participants could 
see their hands, feet, and the scene is real, while in VR, all of these are simulated 
(Buna et al. 2017).

Nowadays, new and sophisticated VR devices have emerged. Their low price 
makes them affordable, so that they can be successfully used to build immersive VR 
environments for treating certain phobias, including acrophobia (Buna et al. 2017). 
The Climb (Robertson 2016) is a game that can be played on the Oculus device 
(Oculus Rift n.d.) with input from the Xbox gamepad. Richie’s Plank Experience 
(n.d.) is a game for HTC Vive (n.d.) employing a customizable real plank replicated 
in the virtual environment. C2Phobia (n.d.) treats acrophobia. The player can exit on 
the balcony, take a transparent elevator, or move from one building to another using 
walkways with low walls, ropes, or without any protection. In the Stim Response 
Virtual Reality system (2BIOPAC n.d.), the events from VR and the physiological 
data are synchronized in real time and the scenes are adapted according to the play-
er’s biophysical output. A component of this system is VR-Acrophobia, which is 
fully modular and customizable, so that the therapist can create and recreate various 
scenes. The Virtual Reality Medical Center (VRMC) (Virtual Reality Medical 
Center n.d.) uses 3D computer simulation, biofeedback, and CBT to treat phobias 
and anxieties.

A Machine Learning Approach to Automatic Phobia Therapy with Virtual Reality



610

The above-mentioned systems demonstrate the advantages of using VR for treat-
ing phobias. However, they can only be used under medical surveillance, with guid-
ance from a physician or psychologist.

3  �Our Main Contributions

Our scientific contributions are presented in more detail in the next sections of the 
chapter. We also briefly enumerate them here:

	1.	 We perform a comparison of several machine learning techniques (Support 
Vector Machine, Linear Discriminant Analysis, Random Forest, and k-Nearest 
Neighbors and 4 deep neural networks with different numbers of layers and neu-
rons per layer), with and without feature selection, for classifying the six basic 
emotions (anger, joy, surprise, disgust, fear, and sadness). We classified the emo-
tion of fear in two ways: first, a binary classification called the 2-level paradigm 
(0—no fear and 1—fear) and secondly, the 4-level paradigm (0—no fear, 1—
low fear, 2—medium fear, 3—high fear).

	2.	 We introduce the stages of development and evaluation of a virtual environment 
for treating acrophobia that relies on gradual exposure to stimuli, accompanied 
by physiological signals monitoring in a pilot experiment which involved the 
participation of 4 acrophobic subjects. Then, we present the design and develop-
ment of a VR environment for acrophobia therapy in a naturalistic scenario—a 
mountain landscape (Fig. 1).

	3.	 We introduced a novel approach toward using an intelligent virtual therapist that 
recognizes human emotions based on biophysical signals, provides encourage-
ment, gives advice, changes his voice parameters, and adapts the scenario 
according to the subject’s affective state.

	4.	 We design a novel method for reducing in-game artifacts which consists in rec-
ognizing artifact patterns in the signals recorded during gameplay sessions, by 

Fig. 1  User playing and the VR game—view from the cable car
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aligning the biophysical data segments corresponding to the moments when the 
users performed head/hand/body movements with the artifacts recorded during a 
reference procedure.

	5.	 Lastly, we introduce an approach for estimating respiration rate which consists 
in placing two HTC Vive trackers on the chest and on the back of the subjects 
and measure the distance between them. This distance varies during breathing—
increases while inhaling and decreases during exhaling.

4  �Emotion Models

Various emotion models have been issued throughout the years. The discrete model, 
proposed by Paul Ekman, consists of six basic emotions: sadness, happiness, dis-
gust, anger, fear, and surprise (Ekman et al. 1969). The most well-known model for 
emotion classification is the bipolar model (Russell 1979). It considers two orthogo-
nal dimensions, arousal and valence. Arousal ranges from “not excited” to “excited”, 
while valence extends from “negative” to “positive”. A third dimension, dominance, 
indicates how much the subject is in control over his emotions. Each emotion can be 
described as a combination of these three dimensions. For instance, fear is charac-
terized by low valence, high arousal, and low dominance (Demaree et al. 2005). The 
approach-withdrawal model takes into account the motivating factor of emotions, 
reflecting the tendency to reach or reject a certain stimulus or situation (Davidson 
et al. 1990).

5  �Biophysical Data

Biophysical data analysis is a more objective method of interpreting and assessing 
human emotions, compared to questionnaires or subjective ratings (Toth 2015). 
However, if used together, a wider perspective on the modality in which people 
decode the affective states can be obtained. According to Steimer (2002), fear causes 
a defensive behavior. The human body responds differently to fear, in an either 
active (high heart rate, increased sweat production, cortical activation) or passive 
modality (low pulse and respiration rate) (Kometer et al. 2010).

5.1  �Galvanic Skin Response

Galvanic Skin Response (GSR) or Electrodermal Activity refers to a change in sweat 
glands activity or skin conductance, measured by electrodes applied on the skin. 
GSR has two components—a tonic (Skin Conductance Level—SCL) and a phasic 
one (Skin Conductance Response—SCR, a measure of arousal to stimuli, reflected 
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in changes in the sympathetic nervous system’s level of activation). Fear is mapped 
by an increase in the production of sweat and, consequently, in skin conductance 
(DiMeglio 2015). GSR has been intensively used in psychophysiological experi-
ments, with high rates of success—in Healey (2009) and Fleureau et al. (2012) it 
has been the main classification factor for emotions, while in Westerink et al. (2009), 
the changes in GSR have been in line with the changes in arousal and also a com-
fortable type of measurement for the users, reliable in discriminating fear from 
other negative affective states (AlZoubi et al. 2012). The typical baseline values are 
around 0.03 and 0.05 microSiemens, while threatening stimuli produce a raise to 
around 2–3 microSiemens or extreme values of 8 microSiemens (Braithwaite et al. 
2015). The subjects who watched a scary 2D video measured 8.05 microSiemens 
(1.57% ± 12.10 increase from baseline) while those who viewed a horror virtual 
reality video recorded on average 11.814 microSiemens (4.26%  ±  6.31 increase 
from baseline) (Kometer et al. 2010).

5.2  �Blood Volume Pulse

Blood volume pulse reflects the changes in the volume of the blood vessels and is 
recorded by a photoplethysmography (PPG) device, a noninvasive optical sensor 
that determines changes in the light absorption density of the skin (Agrafioti et al. 
2012). PPG has been used in various experiments as a reliable estimator of emo-
tional changes (Eum et al. 2011; Gouizi et al. 2011; Walter et al. 2013), being usu-
ally attached to the ear lobe or to the finger. Its values are converted into heart rate, 
measured in beats per minutes (bpm). High values of heart rate, over 90–100 bpm, 
indicate fear and anxiety (Wen et al. 2014; Rainville et al. 2006). The average heart 
rate was 80 bpm when the subjects watched a scary 2D video with a 6.97% ± 12.74 
increase from baseline and 77.8 bpm with a 3.49% ±12.09 increase from baseline 
for those who watched a horror VR video (Kometer et al. 2010).

5.3  �Electroencephalography

Electroencephalography (EEG) is a technique of recording and interpreting the 
electrical activity of the brain using electrodes placed on the scalp.

In the brain, fear is perceived first by the amygdala and then goes through the 
hypothalamus and midbrain (Quirk 2013). The right lobe mediates withdrawal, 
while the left side of the brain is involved in appetitive emotions and approach 
(Mauss and Robinson 2009). Phillips et al. (2003) pointed to a 2-way circuit for 
emotion regulation: a ventral one (including the amygdala, responsible for the iden-
tification of stimuli emotional significance) and a dorsal one (including the hippo-
campus, responsible for the regulation of affective states and behavior). In 
Petrantonakis and Hadjileontiadis (2009) and Chanel et al. (2011), it has been found 

O. Bălan et al.



613

that EEG was more reliable in fear classification than other biophysical features. 
EEG is commonly very susceptible to outside noise, especially body movements 
and artifacts introduced by the recording devices, but advanced filtering methods 
have emerged in order to remove them and obtain clearer signals. In a recent work 
(Cudlenco et al. 2020), it has been shown that EEG could also be used to predict the 
semantics of the visual input perceived by the human subject, even though the pre-
diction is highly accurate only when combined with deep visual features directly 
extracted from the image.

The alpha waves (8–12 Hz) are neural oscillations that originate from the occipi-
tal lobe, being a reflection of the relaxation state of the individual, with high ampli-
tudes when he has his eyes closed. Moreover, it has been demonstrated that the 
alpha waves are a marker of functional inhibition of the brain areas, involved in 
attentional processes (low alpha activity in the regions that are processing informa-
tion and high alpha activity in the regions that are not involved in the current task) 
and anticipation of upcoming stimuli (Horschig et al. 2014).

When the subject performs mental processes, a phenomenon called alpha block-
ing occurs, which is reflected in a decrease of alpha amplitudes (Scott 1976). The 
cognitive states and the level of alpha waves are inversely related. The alpha waves 
have their origin in the occipital cortex and advance to the frontal lobes, the most 
evolved area of the brain, responsible for emotion, consciousness, and behavior. 
Usually there is a balance of alpha activation between the two hemispheres, but this 
balance impairs when emotional stimuli are provided. According to the approach/
withdrawal model of frontal alpha asymmetry (Davidson 1993), left frontal activa-
tion corresponds to a positive approach to stimuli, while right frontal brain activa-
tion indicates negative affective responses (Bos 2006; Trainor and Schmidt 2003; 
Jones and Fox 1992; Canli et al. 1998). Both left and right activation correspond to 
low alpha levels.

The beta waves (13–30 Hz) are neural oscillations indicating wakefulness and 
consciousness, with average amplitudes around 20–200 μV. High levels of the beta 
waves indicate anxiety, alert, and fear (Arikan et al. 2006). In Kometer et al. (2010), 
for the beta band, horror virtual reality gameplay led to an increase of 33 μV from 
baseline.

The ratio of slow waves to fast waves (SW/FW) has a negative correlation with 
fear (Schutter and Van Honk 2005; Putman et al. 2010). There was a statistically 
significant reduction in the SW/FW ratio (delta/beta and theta/beta) in the left fron-
tal lobe in an experiment where the EEG data has been recorded from a single 
electrode (Cheemalapati et al. 2016).

As suggested by Brouwer et al. (2015), body movements, mental states, subtle 
movements of sensors and wires are confounding factors that can affect the estima-
tion of cognitive or affective states from neurophysiological signals. It is advisable 
to correctly detect and remove artifacts from the classification analysis and perform 
experiments where little movement of the body or recording devices is involved.

A Machine Learning Approach to Automatic Phobia Therapy with Virtual Reality
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5.4  �Biophysical Data and Virtual Reality

A Magnetic Resonance Imaging (MRI) experiment showed an increased level of 
emotional responses in the amygdala when VR stimuli have been presented to the 
subjects, compared to 2D videos (Dores et al. 2014). Coelho et al. (2008) found that 
movement in an acrophobia-simulated virtual environment conducted to a more 
realistic behavior of the subjects, similar to what has been observed in in-vivo expo-
sure. In Costa et al. (2014), EEG and GSR data have been collected in real time 
while the users played an acrophobia-oriented game with a CAVE device. A VR 
system for treating stress-related disorders has been developed in Brouwer et al. 
(2011). Stress was induced by depicting a scenario simulating a bomb explosion, 
while associative stress was measured by immersing again the user in the scene after 
a period of time. Associative stress has been related to EEG mid-frontal alpha asym-
metry and to an increase in heart rate variability.

6  �Machine Learning Techniques for Emotion Classification

Emotion classification has been performed using various machine learning and fea-
ture selection algorithms in psychophysical experiments. In Koelstra et al. (2012), 
Fisher’s linear discriminant was used for feature selection and the Naïve Bayes clas-
sifier for discriminating into low/high valence, arousal, and liking, with accuracies 
of 62%, 56%, and 55%. Atkinson and Campos (2016) used the minimum-
Redundancy Maximum-Relevance (mRMR) method for feature selection and 
Support Vector Machines (SVM) for binary classification into low/high valence and 
arousal, with an accuracy of 73% for both. The study has been performed by extract-
ing and processing the EEG features from the DEAP database. Yoon and Chung 
(2013) used the Pearson correlation coefficient (PCC) for feature extraction and a 
probabilistic classifier based on the Bayes theorem for resolving the binary classifi-
cation problem of low/high valence and arousal discrimination, with an accuracy of 
70% for both. Similarly, emotion recognition has been done based on the EEG data 
from the DEAP dataset. A similar approach is presented in Naser and Saha (2013), 
where the SVM algorithm conducted to an accuracy of 66%, 64%, and 70% for 
classifying valence, arousal, and liking into the low and high groups. By applying 
the SVM technique on the EEG features, a classification accuracy of 62 and 69% 
has been achieved during a music-induced affective states evaluation experiment 
where the users were required to rate their currently perceived emotion in terms of 
valence and arousal (Daly et  al. 2015). Liu and Sourina (2013) conducted two 
experiments in which visual and audio stimuli have been used to evoke emotions. 
The SVM classifier, having as input Fractal Dimension Features, statistical and 
Higher Order Crossings extracted from the EEG signals provided the best accuracy 
of 53% for recognizing eight emotions—happy, surprised, satisfied, protected, 
angry, frightened, unconcerned, and sad. A comparative study of four machine 
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learning methods showed that SVM offered the best accuracy—85%, followed by 
Regression Tree—83% for the classification of five types of emotions—anxiety, 
boredom, engagement, frustration, and anger into three categories—low, medium, 
and high (Liu et al. 2005). Soleymani et al. (2009) obtained an accuracy of 63% for 
differentiating three classes of emotions—calm, positive excited, and negative 
excited using a Bayesian classification method. A more complex SVM-based algo-
rithm did not show improvements, compared to the Bayesian technique. In the case 
of binary classification into low/high valence, arousal, and liking, using EEG sig-
nals, the accuracy rates were 55%, 58%, and 49% with SVM. Having as input fea-
tures the peripheral physiological responses, the classification accuracies recorded 
58%, 54%, and 57% (Koelstra et al. 2010). Based on the MAHNOB dataset and 
using the SVM algorithm, Wiem and Lachiri (2017) reached a classification accu-
racy of 68% for valence and 64% for arousal when discriminating into the low/high 
groups and 56%, respectively, 54% for classifying into three groups. The most rel-
evant features were the electrocardiogram and the respiration volume. In Alhagry 
et  al. (2017), a deep learning method based on the Long-Short Term Memory 
(LSTM) networks was used for classifying low/high valence, arousal, and liking 
based on the EEG raw data from the DEAP dataset (Koelstra et al. 2012), with accu-
racies of around 85%. Jirayucharoensak et al. (2014) trained a deep neural network 
implemented with a stacked autoencoder based on the hierarchical feature learning 
approach. The input features were the power spectral densities of the EEG signals 
from the DEAP database, which were selected using Principal Component Analysis 
(PCA). The subjective ratings from 1 to 9 have been divided into three levels and 
mapped into “negative”, “neutral”, and “positive” for valence and into “passive”, 
“neutral”, and “active” for arousal. They were finally classified with an accuracy of 
49% for valence and 46% for arousal.

7  �Our Machine Learning Approach to Classifying the Six 
Basic Emotions

The evaluation of the users’ emotional states is fundamental in VRET systems. In 
order to address the issue of emotion classification based on biophysical signals in 
terms of maximum accuracy and feature selection efficiency, we performed a com-
parison of several machine learning and deep learning techniques applied on the 
data from the DEAP database (Koelstra et al. 2012). The renowned DEAP database 
contains physiological recordings (GSR, PPG, skin temperature, breathing rate, 
electromyogram, data from 32 EEG channels) and subjective ratings from 32 sub-
jects who watched 40 short videos eliciting various emotions. The participants were 
required to rate each video in terms of valence, arousal, and dominance on a scale 
from 1 to 9. By combining the discrete model of emotions and the three-dimensional 
continuous model (Ekman et al. 1969), we classified each of the six basic emotions 
into two groups—positive (the existence of emotion) and negative (lack of emotion), 
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using four classical machine learning techniques (Support Vector Machine—SVM, 
Linear Discriminant Analysis—LDA, Random Forest—RF, and k-Nearest 
Neighbors—kNN) and four deep neural networks with different numbers of layers 
and neurons per layer, with and without feature selection. The feature selection 
algorithms were: Fisher score, Principal Component Analysis (PCA), and Sequential 
Forward Selection (SFS). Classification has been done based on the physiological 
data and subjective ratings of valence, arousal, and dominance from the DEAP data-
base. From the EEG data, we extracted the Petrosian Fractal Dimension, Higuchi 
Fractal Dimension, and Approximate Entropy. The machine learning and deep 
learning algorithms have been trained and cross-validated, having as input the bio-
physical data and as output, two possible conditions: 0—negative or lack of emotion 
and 1—positive or emotion. The deep neural networks have been cross-validated 
using the k-fold and leave-one-subject-out methods, while for the machine learning 
techniques, the data have been divided into 70% training data and 30% test data. In 
the case of leave-one-subject-out, each classifier has been trained on the data of 31 
subjects and tested on the data of the 32th user. Figure 2 presents the distribution of 
each of the six basic emotions—sadness, happiness, disgust, anger, fear, and sur-
prise across the valence-arousal-dominance axis in the 3-dimensional continuous 
model of valence-arousal-dominance, as proposed by Russell and Mehrabian (1977).
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As the valence, arousal, and dominance dimensions have been rated on a scale 
from 1 to 9, we considered the following correspondences for each of the six basic 
emotions in terms of condition 1 (positive or the existence of emotion):

	(a)	 Anger—low valence ([1; 5)), high arousal ([5; 9]), dominance in the interval 
[6;7],

	(b)	 Joy—high valence ([5; 9]), high arousal ([5; 9]), dominance in the interval 
[6;7],

	(c)	 Surprise—high valence ([5; 9]), high arousal ([5; 9]), dominance in the interval 
[4; 5],

	(d)	 Disgust—low valence ([1; 5)), high arousal ([5; 9]), dominance in the interval 
[5; 6],

	(e)	 Fear—low valence ([1; 5)), high arousal ([5; 9]), dominance in the interval [3; 
4],

	(f)	 Sadness—low valence ([1; 5)), low arousal ([1; 5)), dominance in the interval 
[3; 4].

The classification results showed that the highest F1 cross-validation scores were:

	(a)	 Anger—Petrosian and Higuchi Fractal Dimension extracted from the EEG sig-
nals and peripheral biophysical data, using SVM (98.02%),

	(b)	 Joy—kNN using Petrosian EEG values and peripheral data (87.9%),
	(c)	 Surprise—kNN with raw EEG values and peripheral data (85.01%),
	(d)	 Disgust—kNN with Petrosian EEG values and peripheral data (95%),
	(e)	 Fear—kNN with raw EEG values and peripheral signals (90.75%),
	(f)	 Sadness—SVM with Higuchi Fractal Dimensions extracted from the EEG sig-

nals and peripheral data (90.8%).

The kfold method provided higher F1 scores than Leave-One-Subject-Out. 
Without feature selection, kNN has provided the highest F1 scores in 13 cases, fol-
lowed by Random Forest (seven times) and SVM (four times). With feature selec-
tion, kNN has provided the highest F1 scores in 12 of the tested cases, Random 
Forest in seven cases, SVM in five cases, and LDA only once. SFS has been selected 
two times and Fisher score 14 times. The most important classification features were:

	(a)	 Anger—trapezius electromyography (EMG) and respiration rate,
	(b)	 Joy—GSR and zygomaticus EMG,
	(c)	 Surprise—GSR and FC1,
	(d)	 Disgust—vertical and horizontal electrooculography (EOG),
	(e)	 Fear—vertical and horizontal EOG, zygomaticus EMG, and activation of the 

frontal cortex (FC1, F4),
	(f)	 Sadness—the left prefrontal cortex (FC1 and FP1).

The results obtained for classifying into two classes (the existence of emotion—
positive condition and lack of emotion—negative condition) are higher than those 
obtained in the literature for classifying into low/high valence and arousal: 62%/56% 
(Koelstra et al. 2012), 73% (Atkinson and Campos 2016), 70% (Yoon and Chung 
2013), 85% using the Long-Short Term Memory algorithm (all using the data from 
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the DEAP database), 66%/64% (Daly et  al. 2015), 62%/69% (Liu and Sourina 
2013), 55%/58% (Soleymani et  al. 2009), 68%/54% using the data from the 
MAHNOB database (Wiem and Lachiri 2017). A thorough description of the exper-
iment, methods, and results, including a comparison between the cross-validation 
F1 scores achieved using the kfold and leave-one-subject-out techniques is provided 
in Bălan et al. (2020a).

8  �Our Machine Learning Approach to Fear Level 
Classification

Using the same machine learning, deep learning, and feature selection algorithms 
applied on the biophysical recordings and subjective ratings from the DEAP data-
base, we classified the emotion of fear in two ways: first, a binary classification 
called the 2-level paradigm (0—no fear and 1—fear) and secondly, the 4-level para-
digm (0—no fear, 1—low fear, 2—medium fear, 3—high fear). Considering the emo-
tion dimensions from the 3-dimensional continuous model of emotions, fear was 
characterized by low valence, high arousal, and low dominance. The recordings 
have been assigned to either the 0—no fear or 1—fear group (in the case of the 
2-level fear evaluation paradigm) or to the 0, 1, 2, or 3 classes (for the 4-level para-
digm), considering the subjective ratings of valence, arousal, and dominance from 
the DEAP dataset. We applied the unsupervised K-means clustering algorithm on 
the data from DEAP and achieved a prediction accuracy of 87% for the 2-level 
evaluation modality. This means that 87% of the ratings proposed for the fear or no 
fear classes by the theory of low valence/high arousal/low dominance have been 
classified in the same cluster by the k-means technique. We used for training and 
cross-validation not only the raw EEG values, but also the peripheral signals. The 
EEG recordings have been decomposed into Power Spectral Densities of the alpha, 
beta, and theta frequencies, Petrosian Fractal Dimensions, Higuchi Fractal 
Dimension, and Approximate Entropy. The highest F scores have been obtained by 
using the Random Forest Classifier—89.96%, having as input EEG Higuchi Fractal 
dimensions and peripheral data for the 2-level fear evaluation modality and 85.33% 
for the 4-level fear evaluation modality, both without feature selection. The most 
important classification features were the raw, alpha, and beta values in the left 
frontal hemisphere, GSR, and respiration rate. We computed the difference in spec-
tral power between the right and the left frontal hemispheres, for the alpha and theta 
frequency bands. We noticed that this difference increases with fear, being higher 
for the medium fear and high fear condition than for the no fear and low fear condi-
tions. There was a higher level of alpha and theta activation in the left side of the 
brain. Moreover, the intensity of the left central and right frontal beta waves was 
directly associated with fear onset. In addition, a positive correlation between fear 
and the ratio of slow to fast waves has been observed, for both the 2-level and 
4-level evaluation modalities. The purpose of this research approach was not just to 
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classify the data into low/high valence/arousal/dominance, but also to combine 
these emotion dimensions and define a complex emotion such as fear. The results 
we obtained were similar to Alhagry et al. (2017), who achieved a classification 
accuracy of 85% by training and testing a Long-Short Term Memory network using 
raw EEG values. In the paper published in the Sensors journal in April 2019, we 
provide a full presentation of the research, results, and comparison with similar 
studies (Bălan et al. 1738).

9  �Fear Level Classification in a VRET System 
for Acrophobia Therapy

In an experiment performed during June–August 2018, we trained and tested two 
classifiers: C1, which determines the patient’s current level of fear and C2, which 
estimates the next scenario of exposure in a VR-based game for treating acrophobia. 
For this, we have collected biophysical data (EEG in the alpha, beta, and theta fre-
quency ranges, GSR, and HR) from four subjects suffering from acrophobia, aged 
22–50, in both in-vivo and virtual conditions. The subjects have been exposed to 
heights at the first, fourth, and sixth floors of a building, at 4 m, 2 m, and a few cen-
timeters away from the balcony’s railing. Besides, they played a VR-based game 
where they had to collect bronze, silver, and gold coins at the ground level and on 
terraces at the first, fourth, and sixth floor, as well as on the building’s rooftop 
(Fig. 3).

During each trial of a session, the participants had to rate their perceived level of 
fear on a scale from 0 to 10 (the 11-choice scale), where 0 represents no fear at all 
and 10 stands for a high level of anxiety. The ratings on the 11-choice scale have 
been divided into the 2-choice and 4-choice scales. In the 2-choice scale, 0 means 
relaxation and 1 means fear. In the 4-choice scale, 0 stands for relaxation, 1—low 
fear, 2—medium fear, 3—high fear (Table 1).

Fig. 3  Our computer game for automatic acrophobia treatment
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The data recorded during this preliminary experiment have been used for train-
ing classifier C1, on the 2-choice, 4-choice, and 11-choice scales. Classifier C1 
received as input the EEG, GSR, and HR data and provided as output the perceived 
fear level. We have performed a comparative study of various classic machine learn-
ing and modern deep learning techniques as classification models: k Nearest 
Neighbors, Linear Discriminant Analysis, Random Forest, Support Vector Machine 
(with and without feature selection using the Sequential Forward Selection algo-
rithm), and four types of deep neural networks—DNN_Model_1: 3 hidden layers, 
with 150 neurons on each hidden layer, DNN_Model_2: 3 hidden layers, with 300 
neurons on each hidden layer, DNN_Model_3: 6 hidden layers, with 150 neurons 
on each hidden layer, DNN_Model_4: 6 hidden layers, with 300 neurons on each 
hidden layer. Our purpose was to automatically adapt the exposure scenarios accord-
ing to the user’s level of fear. For instance, if the patient is anxious and feeling as 
losing control of his emotional reactions, the level of exposure should be lowered. 
On the contrary, if he is in a relaxed state, the level of exposure should be increased. 
Classifier C2 automatically determines the next level of exposure, by taking into 
account the physiological data (EEG, GSR, and HR) and a parameter called target 
fear level (FLt), computed using the current level of fear (FLcr). FLcr is determined 
using classifier C1. We have used the following formulas for the 2-choice and 
4-choice scales:

2-Choice scale 4-Choice scale

If FLcr = = 0 then FLt = 1
If FLcr = =1 then FLt = 0

If FLcr = = 0 or FLcr = = 1 then FLt = FLcr + 1
If FLcr = = 2 then FLt = FLcr

If FLcr= = 3 then FLt = FLcr – 1

For classifier C2, we have used the same machine learning and deep learning 
algorithms as for C1 in our comparative study. For testing the accuracy of both clas-
sifiers, the acrophobic subjects have been required to play the VR game two times. 
Each session had a number of 10 trials. The game started at the ground floor where 

Table 1  Fear level 
classification scales

11-Choice-scale 4-Choice-scale 2-Choice-scale

0 0 (relaxation) 0 (relaxation)
1 1 (low fear)
2
3
4 2 (medium fear) 1 (fear)
5
6
7
8 3 (high fear)
9
10
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they had to collect bronze, silver, and gold coins, rate their perceived level of fear 
for ground truth acquisition and then, based on the FLcr parameter estimated by 
C1 in real time and the computed Flt, classifier C2 determined the next level of the 
game where the players should be taken to. Classifier C1 has been cross-validated 
on the training dataset using the kfold method (k = 10) and tested on the test dataset 
obtained in the second experiment. On the other hand, classifier C2 has been only 
cross-validated on the training dataset acquired in the second experiment. As for 
now, we did not define a method for evaluating the test accuracy of C2. In the future, 
we will perform an experiment with a larger number of people and evaluate the 
therapeutic procedure. Thus, the users will play the VR game several times, across 
a certain number of days and then they will be exposed in real-world conditions to 
see whether their fear of heights has diminished. We consider that only by a final 
in-vivo exposure we can assess the efficiency of the VR therapy. We have used a 
user-dependent and a user-independent modality for assessing the classifiers’ accu-
racy. In the case of the user-dependent modality, each classifier has been trained and 
tested on the same data—for each subject, on his own recordings. As for the user-
independent modality, for each subject, each classifier has been trained on the data 
of the other three participants and tested on the recordings of the current subject. 
The highest cross-validation and test accuracies are presented in Table 2.

The results showed a very high cross-validation accuracy on the training set and 
good test accuracies, ranging from 42.5 to 89.5%. For the 2-choice scale, the highest 
accuracy has been obtained by DNN_Model_4 (79.12%) for the player-independent 

Table 2  Highest cross-validation and test accuracies

Method C 1
2-Choice scale 4-Choice scale 11-Choice 

scale
Cross-
validation

Test Cross-
validation

Test Cross-
validation

Player-
independent

kNN
99.5%
RF
99.25%

DNN_
Model_4
79.12%

kNN
99%
RF
99%

kNN
52.75%

kNN
98.25%
RF
99%

Player-dependent kNN
99.5%
RF
99.75%

SVM
89.5%

kNN
99%
RF
99.25%

SVM
42.5%

kNN
98.25%RF
99%

C 2
2-Choice scale 4-Choice scale 11-Choice 

scale
Cross-
validation

Test Cross-
validation

Test Cross-
validation

Player-
independent

RF
99.75%

– RF
100%

– RF
100%

Player-dependent RF
99.75%

– RF
99.75%

– RF
100%
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modality and SVM (89.5%) for the player-dependent modality. For the 4-choice 
scale, the highest accuracies were obtained using kNN (52.75%, player-independent 
modality) and SVM (42.5%, player-dependent modality).

The Radom Forest classifier adds the benefit of computing feature importance—
how important is that feature for reducing impurity across the decision trees. For 
classifier C1, the most important features were GSR, HR, and the EEG values in the 
beta frequency range, closely followed by the alpha and theta power spectral densi-
ties. These findings are comparable to the results from other experiments (Arikan 
et al. 2006; Kometer et al. 2010). For C2, the most significant feature resulted to be 
FLt. It had a high importance index and also has been selected on all three fear 
estimation scales (2-choice, 4-choice, and 11-choice), for both the user-dependent 
and user-independent modalities.

Our results are comparable to those obtained by Liu et al. (2009), who reached a 
classification accuracy of 78% in a game where dynamic difficulty adjustment 
depended on simple “if” clauses and not on an automatic computation. Chanel et al. 
(2011) obtained an accuracy of 63% for classifying three classes of emotions in a 
study where 20 subjects played a Tetris game on three difficulty levels. In Hu et al. 
(2018), a convolutional deep neural network was used to classify fear ratings on a 
scale from 1 to 4. The EEG data of 60 subjects have been recorded while playing the 
Ritchie’s Plank Experience VR game, with a classification accuracy of 88.77%. The 
system described in Šalkevicius et al. (2019) was used in the therapy of fear of pub-
lic speaking. The GSR, blood volume pulse, and skin temperature of 30 subjects 
have been recorded and the current level of anxiety has been classified into four 
classes: low, mild, moderate, and high, using the SVM algorithm. The fusion of all 
three types of biophysical signals provided a classification accuracy of 86.3%.

10  �Acrophobia Game in Naturalistic Landscape

During 2019, we refined the VRET system for acrophobia therapy, considering 
Jerald’s statement: We must create VR experiences with both emotion and logic. For 
this, we adopted the Human-Centered Machine Learning approach that takes into 
account human interests in designing Machine Learning algorithms, making 
Machine Learning more useful and usable. According to this theory, humans and 
machines not only cooperate, but also adapt to each other—humans are able to alter 
the behavior of the machines and the machines modify human goals (Jerald 2016).

The VR game is rendered via the HTC Vive Head Mounted Display and contains 
a mountain environment with three scenes: a walk by foot—incorporating a path, a 
transparent platform across a canyon and a bridge, a ride by cable car (Fig. 4), and 
one by ski lift.

There are ten stops throughout each ride, where the user is asked to rate his fear 
level, valence, arousal, and dominance using the Self-Assessment Manikin, on a 
scale from 1 to 5 (Fig. 5).
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Also, the player has to give the answer to some short mathematical exercises. 
Logical thinking decouples cortical activation in the right brain hemisphere which 
is responsible with emotional processing. In this way, the subject begins to feel 
more detached from the anxiety-provoking experience, relaxes, and gains confi-
dence. At this stage, in order to explore the environment and spend as much as time 
as possible immersed, the player is required to collect some small objects (stars, 
diamonds, and coins) that appear randomly and disappear as he fixes his gaze toward 
them. At any time, he can make use of some assistive elements—he can pause the 
game and listen to his favorite song, read an inspirational quote, and look at a nice 

Fig. 4  Our acrophobia computer game: view from the cable car

Fig. 5  Our acrophobia computer game: arousal rating
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picture. These elements are configured personally for each user apart and saved in 
his database profile.

We will perform a series of experiments to evaluate the efficacy of the VR envi-
ronment in treating acrophobia. The participants will need to fill in the Heights 
Interpretation Questionnaire (Steinman and Teachman 2011), Visual Height 
Intolerance Severity Scale (Huppert et  al. 2017), and Acrophobia Questionnaire 
(Cohen 1977). Then, they will be divided into three groups: Low, Medium, and 
High acrophobia. Also, they will initially pass through a mathematical test to evalu-
ate their skills and divide them into Novice, Medium, and Expert. Based on their 
skill, in the game they will receive different numbers of simple, medium, and com-
plicated exercises: Novice—3 simple exercises, Medium—1 simple and 2 medium, 
1 medium and 2 complicated. The human-centered approach is ensured by having a 
virtual environment with a high level of realism in a real-world context (mountain 
site), with a scenario that is receptive to the player’s needs—provides means of 
relaxation and exploration tasks, has a reward system, combines emotions with logi-
cal activity, applies the constructivist learning theory stating that knowledge and 
skills acquisition are gained by linking a new experience to a previous one, and the 
possibility of transferring the cognitive and emotional acquisition from the virtual 
to the real world (Bălan et al. 2019).

As the EEG recording device is rather cumbersome and difficult to be applied on 
the head when using the HTC Vive glasses at the same time, we chose to record 
solely peripheral biophysical data: GSR, HR, and Respiration Rate (RR). In order 
to determine the respiration rate, we have placed two HTC Vive trackers on the 
chest and on the back of the users and then, during breathing, measured the distance 
between these two trackers, normalized the values between [−1; 1], applied several 
filters for smoothing the signal, and counted the number of peaks in the signal which 
represented the respiration rate.

We will perform a baseline recording when the user stands still in a relaxed posi-
tion, for a time period of 3 min. As artifacts identification is an important step in 
obtaining clean physiological data, we have developed a method for artifacts reduc-
tion, which consists in recognizing artifact patterns in the signals recorded during 
gameplay sessions, by aligning the biophysical data segments corresponding to the 
moments when the users performed head/hand/body movements with the artifact 
signals recorded during a reference procedure. Physiological responses that are not 
correlated with the content of the game and the emotional responses generated in it 
make signal analysis very difficult. We define an artifact as any misleading or con-
fusing alteration in physiological data that appears as a result of external action 
such as head, hand, or body movements, being unrelated to the emotional effects 
that specific stimuli or the object under observation exert upon the user (Balan et al. 
2019). For validating this procedure, we have performed an experiment with five 
healthy subjects, aged 24–50. At first, we recorded a set of reference artifact mea-
surements for each user, in order to acquire the physiological pattern (GSR, HR, and 
RR) for each artifact: deep breath, head movement to the left, head movement to the 
right, head movement up, head movement down, click with the right hand on the 
HTC Vive controller, and right hand raise. These are the common artifacts that can 
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occur during gameplay in VR.  In the second phase of the experiment, each user 
played the VR game for acrophobia therapy and took the ride by cable car. During 
each of the ten stops, they were required to perform one of the tasks mentioned 
above (Fig. 6).

During the analysis step, we have aligned the reference artifacts to the biophysi-
cal data recorded during gameplay. Also, we have mapped the reference artifacts 
onto the gameplay data segments that start before and after the recorded timestamps, 
with one or two steps before and after and computed the Mean Absolute Error 
(MAE) and Mean Absolute Percentage Error (MAPE) for both GSR and HR. The 
results showed that the bias is lower on the perfectly aligned biophysical segments 
than on those located one or two steps before and after, for all seven types of tested 
artifacts. However, the results were not statistically significant in a Student t-test for 
independent means. Deep breath was the most relevant artifact introduced in the 
analysis, more prominent than the rest of the artifacts. During the VR experiment, 
different artifacts of breathing, head, hand, or body movements can be encountered. 
If the head movements do not produce significant artifacts and raising the right hand 
is not a frequent event during the VR game, breathing is a physiological artifact that 
must be taken into account to avoid overestimating the skin conductance responses 
during the experiments.

11  �Intelligent Virtual Therapist for Acrophobia

We propose a novel and effective approach in which we replace the human therapist 
with a virtual one, called RoboTher. RoboTher has the appearance of a female ava-
tar and a feminine voice as well. We choose to use a female voice because it is usu-
ally perceived as helping, not commanding (Borkowska and Pawlowski 2011), we 

Fig. 6  Acrophobia game: indication to move the head down during the VR game
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are more familiar with a female voice because it is usually associated with the 
maternal presence (Lee and Kisilevsky 2014), the female voice is more pleasant, 
being processed in the same auditory area as music (Sokhi et al. 2005), and is per-
ceived as offering more confidence than the male voice due to its higher pitch (Re 
et al. 2012).

RoboTher automatically identifies the users’ emotional states (degree of relax-
ation or anxiety), compared to a physiological (GSR and HR) baseline recording, 
3 min long, performed under resting conditions. RoboTher provides encouragement 
and is able to change its voice parameters—pitch, tempo, and volume according to 
the users’ emotional states. It provides means of relaxation in the game, by inviting 
the player to take a break and listen to his favorite song, read his favorite quote, or 
look at a photo he likes. If these relaxation modalities are ineffective and the stress 
level is still high, the virtual therapist lowers the degree of exposure. Five subjects 
played the VR game (ride by cable car) under two conditions: control (one session, 
without RoboTher’s assistance) and three sessions with assistance from RoboTher. 
We computed the difference, in percent, between the HR and GSR baseline values 
and the current ones during each game trial. A form of biofeedback has been pro-
vided to the subjects as bars of changeable colors (green, yellow, orange, red) for 
both GSR and HR that appeared in the left top corner of the visual field during the 
game sessions. If the percent was lower than 10%, the color was green, for a percent 
in the interval [10%; 40%], the color was yellow, [40%; 70%]—orange, higher than 
70%—red (Fig. 7).

The Robot Interactions (RIs), which refer to the statements made by RoboTher 
and the changes in the voice parameters are presented in Table 3.

Fig. 7  Biofeedback automatically provided in the VR game
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We identified 16 situations, corresponding to all possible combinations of HR 
and GSR colors. The Robot Interactions and the alteration in game levels (the auto-
matic adaptation of scenario exposure) during gameplay are presented in Table 4.

The purpose of the therapy is to maintain the player within the green and yellow 
areas for both HR and GSR parameters throughout the entire game session.

For instance, in Situation5 to Situation8, one of GSRcolor or HRcolor is Green/
Yellow and the other is Orange, which means that the subject tends to become anx-
ious. RoboTher plays RI2 and then presents randomly either the user’s favorite 
image, song, or quotation for 20 s. After these 20 s, the subject’s emotional state is 
evaluated again. If it falls into Situation1–Situation4, RI1 appears and he may con-
tinue the game from there. If it falls into Situations 5–8, the player is taken to the 
previous level, so the level of exposure decreases with 1. If it falls into Situations 
9–15, the level of exposure decreases with 2 and for Situation 16, decreases with 3.

Table 3  Intelligent robot interactions based on HR and GSR signals

Robot 
interaction Phrase

Voice parameters
Pitch 
(%)

Tempo 
(%)

Volume 
(%)

RI1 “Good job! Keep going!” +10 +10 +10
RI2 “Enjoy and relax for a while” 0 0 0
RI3 “Calm down and relax” −10 −10 −10
RI4 “You are too tense. Take a deep breath and 

try to relax more”
−20 −20 −20

Table 4  RoboTher responses based on different Gameplay situations

Situation 
no.

Condition Procedure
GSR 
color

HR 
color

Robot 
interaction

Change game level (only after the relaxation 
modalities are provided)

Situation1 Green Green RI1 No
Situation2 Green Yellow RI1 No
Situation3 Yellow Green RI1 No
Situation4 Yellow Yellow RI1 No
Situation5 Green Orange RI2 −1 level
Situation6 Orange Green RI2 −1 level
Situation7 Yellow Orange RI2 −1 level
Situation8 Orange Yellow RI2 −1 level
Situation9 Orange Orange RI3 −2 levels
Situation10 Orange Red RI3 −2 levels
Situation11 Red Orange RI3 −2 levels
Situation12 Green Red RI3 −2 levels
Situation13 Red Green RI3 −2 levels
Situation14 Yellow Red RI3 −2 levels
Situation15 Red Yellow RI3 −2 levels
Situation16 Red Red RI3 −3 levels
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The results showed that the subjects succeeded to finish the game quicker in the 
last game session with assistance from RoboTher. In the last session of the experi-
ment, for all users, the most frequent situation was Situation1 (44%), followed by 
Situation2 (21%), Situation3 (17%), Situation6 (5%), Situation13 (9%), and 
Situation15 (4%). Both skin conductance parameters and heart rate decreased at the 
end of the 3 days of gameplay (from 1.68 to 0.9 uS for GSR and from 77.34 to 
75.17 bpm for HR), compared to the control condition where the subjects initially 
played the game without support from RoboTher. These results were statistically 
significant in a paired-samples t-test (Bălan et al. 2020b).

12  �Limitations of the Current Research

One limitation of the current research was the small number of subjects. The rela-
tively small training and testing data size imposes a limit on the usage of modern 
deep neural networks, which usually need a much larger training set (at least in the 
order of tens of thousands) in order to generalize well and avoid overfitting. This 
might explain why in our experiments the more classical machine learning 
approaches, such as Support Vector Machines and Random Forests, achieved the 
best accuracy. The combination of HMD and EEG device was cumbersome to be 
worn on the head, causing serious discomfort to the volunteering patients for which 
we tested the system. Therefore, in the future we will explore VR-based smart ther-
apy systems without the use of EEG. We also plan to extend the research with a 
larger number of participants (over 15), which is expected to improve the effective-
ness of the deep learning approach and validate the effects of the VR therapy in 
real-world settings to see whether the level of acrophobia indeed decreased. Also, 
we will provide an introductory session that would familiarize the subjects with the 
perception of VR environments, apply questionnaires related to immersion and 
quality of presentation of the VR environment, give more attention to other GSR 
and HR features, such as inter-beat variability. Biofeedback can be provided not 
only as color bars, but also as changing elements in the environment—clouds and 
darker sky when the user is experiencing stress or clear, sunny weather when she or 
he is relaxed.

13  �Limits of Current Phobia Therapy Systems

In a survey in which 19 psychologists from Romania replied, only two mentioned 
that they use VR to treat phobias: one is using the C2Care application (C2Phobia 
n.d.), and the other is using 3D mobile applications from Google Play. In the 
AcTiVity system (Activity System n.d.), exposure adjustment is not determined by 
the physiological recorded data. The biophysical data are solely recorded for analy-
sis, as in the case of VRMC (Virtual Reality Medical Center n.d.), where 
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physiological monitoring with visual feedback is used for acknowledging the 
patients when they are feeling stressed and not. In the system we envision, the next 
level of game exposure will be selected either by the psychologist, the user, or 
adjusted automatically, by an artificial intelligence algorithm, according to the 
patient’s biophysical data. The psychologists appreciated that the most urgent pho-
bias to treat are aerophobia (fear of flying by plane), fear of public speaking, claus-
trophobia, and agoraphobia. On a scale from 1 to 5, the most useful is to integrate 
an analysis tools addressed to the therapist, allowing him to analyze the patient’s 
performance and evolution (4.5/5), followed by relaxation techniques (4.4/5), 
awareness techniques (4.25/5), games and rewards (4.1/5).

14  �Proposed Future System

We aim to develop a system for phobia therapy that relies on gradual exposure in the 
Virtual Reality (VR), accompanied by physiological signals monitoring (pulse, 
electrodermal activity, and respiration rate) and real-time visual bio-feedback. The 
system can be used in the presence of the therapist or at home, for the patients who 
suffer from a mild phobia condition. During the therapy, the scenes from the virtual 
environment can be changed by the psychologist, the user himself or automatically, 
by a virtual therapist who adapts the scenario exposure based on the biophysical 
data recorded. Here, the human therapist is replaced by a virtual one with the shape 
of a game avatar, who offers support and encouragement to the patient. It directly 
interacts with the user and changes its voice parameters—pitch, tempo, and volume 
and facial expressions—according to the patient’s emotional state. It identifies the 
current fear level and provides three modalities of relaxation—by determining the 
user to look at a favorite picture, listen to an enjoyable song, or read an inspirational 
quote. If the relaxation modalities fail to be effective, the virtual therapist automati-
cally lowers the level of exposure according to a set of rules. The set of rules are part 
of an artificial intelligence future model, most likely trained using reinforcement 
learning and unsupervised learning techniques (Sutton and Barto 1998; Kallenberg 
et al. 2016; Erhan et al. 2010; Croitoru et al. 2019; Leordeanu et al. 2016) combined 
with either classical machine learning or deep neural networks, using biophysical 
user data and emotional ratings of valence/arousal/dominance (the emotion dimen-
sions). A control panel allows introducing new patients, managing existing ones, 
recording sessions, replaying them, and generating statistics. An important aspect is 
the patients’ gaze direction. We will record where the users are looking during the 
therapy and correlate it with the emotional state. Thus, our approach is at the conflu-
ence of psychology, artificial intelligence, and computer vision.
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14.1  �Methods and Instruments of Investigation

As methods and instruments of investigation, we will use game design, Virtual 
Reality integration, biophysical sensors that record electrodermal activity, heart rate 
and respiration rate (Shimmers Multisensory n.d.), artificial intelligence—classic 
machine learning and deep learning techniques (depending on the amount of train-
ing data available) for training and testing two classifiers: one that estimates the 
user’s current emotional state (fear level) and one that determines the next exposure 
scenario according to the estimated fear level. Due to the strong limitations in super-
vised training signal and ground truth information (which usually comes from doc-
tors), our intelligent system will learn and improve by itself during sessions, based 
on different self-supervised and reinforcement learning strategies, which we will 
explore. The combination of multiple sensors and actual user interaction with the 
VR system will enable the effectiveness of automatic self-training of the intelligent 
phobia therapist. The virtual therapist having the appearance of a female avatar will 
provide encouragement or invite the user to relax. The avatar will say expressions 
like “Well done! Keep going!” or “Calm down and try to relax”. The virtual thera-
pist’s voice parameters—pitch, volume, tempo, and facial expression will change 
according to the user’s emotional state. It selects relaxation modalities to provide 
the user during the game—a favorite song, image, or quote and then, based on the 
artificial intelligence models, estimates fear level and determines the next exposure 
scenario—whether the user will increase or decrease the level of exposure. During 
the game, the user is offered bio-feedback. The differences (in percent) between the 
current biophysical values and the baseline ones (recorded during a 3-min resting 
state) are presented as bars colored in green, yellow, orange, and red. Thus, the user 
can visualize his emotional state in a comprehensive way and struggle to relax in 
order to change the bars’ color to green or yellow throughout the game session.

14.2  �Potential Risks

The potential risks come from the very strong interdisciplinary nature of the project, 
combining psychology, medicine, engineering, and computer science. A potential 
risk resides in the uncontrolled reactions of the patient during exposure—motion 
sickness, anxiety, and inadaptation to VR. They will be minimized by pilot-testing 
the designed scenes using non-phobic persons or people who suffer from a mild 
phobic condition. The patients will be allowed to exit the virtual environment at any 
time. During the tests, a research assistant will monitor the users and ensure that 
they are feeling comfortable and safe. We will interact with psychologists in order 
to identify the potential risks that will be minimized by designing, implementing, 
and testing as many solutions as possible for each of the system’s components. We 
will make sure that the virtual environment contains efficient gamification elements 
that engage the user in the therapy. The rendering quality will be enhanced by 
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employing the most recent commercial technology. Perturbations and noises caused 
by the signal recording devices, disconnections, hardware, and physical limitations 
will be overcome by using advanced devices, monitoring the recording procedure, 
filtering, and post-processing the data. Another risk could be the slow learning rate 
of the intelligent system. As modern advanced machine learning algorithms signifi-
cantly improve as training data size and diversity increases, it is possible that a long 
time will pass until sufficient data are captured for optimum performance. However, 
as the current system, trained on limited data, already shows good performance, we 
could realistically expect that future versions will improve considerably, once we 
have access to more data and develop more advanced self-supervised and reinforce-
ment learning strategies for training a more powerful automated therapist.

14.3  �High Future Gains in Phobia Therapy

The ability to bring the power of current computer systems and combine sophisti-
cated technologies (such as virtual reality and artificial intelligence) with modern 
medicine, in order to treat various phobias and improve brain function, could have 
a tremendous positive impact in improving human life. Our proposed smart VR 
phobia therapist, with excellent initial results, even in the case of limited data, is a 
solid proof that automated technology will eventually improve current medicine and 
psychology practice. Doctors will be able to design more efficient treatments in 
combination with such smart robotic assistants. Time is on our side, as more power-
ful AI and VR algorithms and systems are created every day. As our understanding 
of artificial intelligence and the human brain will improve, along with our multidis-
ciplinary experience and knowledge, the high gain of combining high tech with 
human sciences is almost certain. The only real question remaining is when should 
we expect current research to grow into a mature and well-trusted technology. 
Nevertheless, as history showed us time and again, research ideas with great poten-
tial to benefit human life, become a reality sooner rather than later.
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