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Abstract. As IDNs are used to represent complex phenomena, we are bound to
assess the ethical dimension of these representations in order to help IDN mature
as a practice and a discipline. In this paper, we consider ethical aspects arising from
applications of IDN in VR for Cultural Heritage experiences. Using a discussion
of ethical aspects of cultural heritage and virtual reality as a foundation, and
considering a range of IDN VR cultural heritage experiences, we derive a set of
ethical questions for IDN design in general and for cultural heritage specifically
as the basis for the development of standard ethics guidelines and help start a
conversation on the topic in the community.
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1 Introduction

The question of the effects of mediated products on their audiences has been studied for
a considerable time [1–3]. As the field of Interactive Digital Narratives (IDNs) matures
[4], questions arise that have been asked of other disciplines [5], and starting to address
these questions helps the field develop further. One such question is the issue of ethics:
what are the ethical considerations of IDNs? The approach taken by this paper is to focus
on ethical questions pertaining to a specific platform and application for IDNs, Virtual
Reality (VR) and cultural heritage. Concretely, we start with a catalogue of general
concerns and then take a bottom-up approach in considering IDNs developed as VR
experiences in cultural heritage. The connection to cultural heritage enables us to take
in insights developed in this more established field, and consider ethical aspects of VR
technologywhich has been used in the preservation of cultural heritage sites and artefacts
over the past two decades. Bringing together these lessons and our initial catalogue, we
identify specific concerns for VR in cultural heritage applications.

A crucial prerequisite to discussions of ethical questions in IDN design is an under-
standing of its specific qualities in contrast to fixed narratives forms. IDN as a dynamic,

© Springer Nature Switzerland AG 2021
A. Mitchell and M. Vosmeer (Eds.): ICIDS 2021, LNCS 13138, pp. 288–292, 2021.
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-92300-6_27

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/978-3-030-92300-6_27&domain=pdf
http://orcid.org/0000-0001-6207-170X
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-3390-831X
http://orcid.org/0000-0003-4036-256X
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-92300-6_27


The Ethics of Virtual Reality Interactive Digital Narratives 289

systemic form is principally open to unexpected consequences and unintended uses and
this central aspect shifts a part of the responsibility to the audience as interactors. On this
basis, we can identify questions for ethical implications of IDN productions in general
and VR products for cultural heritage specifically. The following catalogue of questions
is intended as a starting point for a framework of ethical IDN production as part of the
further development of the field.

• How can multi-perspective experiences be created in a way that each perspective gets
a fair treatment?

• How can an IDN scaffold an experience for the interactor in a complex situation so
that they arrive at an understanding of how their actions have resulted in the outcome?

• How can undue simplification and trivialization of a complex situation in an IDN be
prevented?

• How can an IDN design accommodate interactors with different levels of experience
with interactive artifacts?

• How can an IDN design accommodate interactors with different levels of prior
knowledge in regards to the topic of the artefact?

2 Ethics of VR IDNs in Cultural Heritage

The ability of IDNs to contain multiple perspectives and offer choices make it an attrac-
tive medium through which cultural heritage can be represented. Before we consider the
above ethical concerns, we need to also consider the ethical considerations introduced
by the technological platform of choice. Built to visually and aurally immerse the wearer
into a virtual world, VR technology has been the platform of choice for over two decades
in digital heritage experiences [6]. Examples of such IDN cultural heritage applications
are The Last Goodbye [7], Nefertari: Journey to Eternity [8], Chauvet: The Dawn of Art
[9] and The Book of Distance [10].

In 2016, Michael Madary and Thomas K. Metzinger proposed a possible code of
conduct for VR [11]. The authors emphasize that the main motivation behind their
investigation is VR’s ability to enable the illusion of embodiment and argue that this
can have a manipulative effect, especially if “illusions of embodiment are misused”
[11]. Madary and Metzinger point out the importance of informing the interactors about
potentially lasting psychological effects of VR and “the possibility of using results of
VR research for malicious purposes” [11]. Furthermore, the authors discuss a potential
danger of excessive use of VR, which can lead to a condition where VR users could
“experience the real world and their real bodies as unreal, effectively shifting their sense
of reality exclusively to the virtual environment” [11].

Importantly, IDNs are not just the ‘interactivisation’ of traditional media [12]. In
this regard, Rebecca Rouse reminds of the active role of the audience, created by these
experiences, which traditionally “has been reserved for the curator and exhibit designer”
[13]. The interactivity in IDNs differs considerably from earlier fixed forms of narration
and thus require a novel starting point, such as Koenitz’ SPP model [14]. For the same
reason, we have to reframe the ethical considerations explored above within the framing
of IDN work including VR.
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The use of a head-mounted device in VR brings the interactor in the immediate
vicinity of the projected world which heightens the ‘authenticity-of-feelings’ [15] but
also introduces ethical questions. Conversely, IDNs in general facilitate experiences as
part of the possibility space of the protostory [14] and its intended understanding.

In IDN, there is an implicit contract between interactor and designer, an act of “active
creation of belief” [16] that is also the responsibility of the audience. From the ethical
perspective this creates the question at what point does a possible failure to reach the
intended understanding stop belonging to the interactor and start being attributed to the
IDN designer?

2.1 Ethical Issues in Example Application

Since spatiality is an essential characteristic of the digital medium [16], navigation is
a critical component, but this is tackled superficially in the first three examples of VR
experiences in 3D space. In The Last Goodbye, a drone-avatar diminishes the player’s
presence while in Nefertari and Chauvet: Dawn of Art unnatural teleportation systems
are used. Similarly, IDNs attempt to model some complex aspect of life (real or fic-
tional) and provide means for the interactor to ‘navigate’ through it. The level of realism
implemented in the IDN system, the fidelity of the system to the complex phenomenon
all contributes to the interactor’s feeling of being ‘inside it’.

The fourth example, The Book of Distance, is different from the other three because
the interaction is not based on navigation, but on agency within the story. Effectively
serving the progress of the narrative, the interactions allow the player to contribute to
the story, serving as a side-kick to whoever is currently leading the narrative. There is
an emphasis here on plausibility over realistic place illusion as the player’s interaction
with the space around them helps the interactor to actively create the illusion them-
selves that the depicted scenario is actually occurring. Moreover, as the player’s actions
visibly affect the state of the space around them, there is self-location, agency, body
ownership, indeed embodiment [17]: the player feels that their real life actions of hit-
ting and dropping are actually helping build a fence, sowing seeds etc. The player not
only learns how to do these actions but gets visual feedback. A lesson for IDNs here
is that mimetic performance is to be preferred over narrative diegesis in order to teach
the interactor the meaning of their actions. Having players perform actions just for the
sake of doing something, of interaction without agency, without conveying the results
and possible underlying meaning of that action is unethical IDN design in the context
of the represented intangible cultural heritage.

Where the Book of Distance does not deliver, is on the level of emotional connec-
tion, elements of which have been found to be positively affected by spatial presence,
especially in VR interactive narratives whose main purpose is not entertainment [18].
However, due to the design choice of not giving a fixed role to the VR player [10], there
is no emotional attachment to any of the three main characters in the experience as the
player’s actions help each of these in different stages of the experience. There is even
no rational empathy because interactors are not presented with any moral choices: each
action that is presented has to be done, otherwise the narrative does not progress.

Taking the issue of emotional connection a step further, we can ask whether it is
ethical to expect empathy from a VR player who is taught to re-enact some form of
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intangible cultural heritage without having the cultural insider’s knowledge necessary
for a full understanding. The vision of VR as the ‘ultimate empathy machine’ [19] is
problematic for several reasons (also see [20]), one of which we can see in The Book
of Distance. What the IDN designer should aim for is instead ‘radical compassion’: ‘an
ethical stance that embraces an openness to understanding and refuses to assimilation
others’ experience into one’s own self’ [21].

3 Specific Concerns of VR IDNs in Cultural Heritage

Drawing from the initial questions and the above examples, the following ethical
questions should be considered in future VR cultural heritage projects:

• Howcan the role of the interactor be defined, such that no prior knowledge of a specific
cultural tradition is required, and yet enables an understanding of it?

• How can interactors with different knowledge levels about a specific cultural heritage
tradition be accommodated?

• How can an experience be respectful to a given tradition, but does not submerge
contemporary values to it (e.g. oppression due to gender, origin, religion etc.)?

• How can newly discovered knowledge (e.g. new archeological finds, novel historical
insights) be integrated into an IDN artifact?

• How can undue trivializing of the depicted original behavior be avoided?
• How can the responsibility of the interactor in a cultural heritage experience be clearly
communicated?

4 Conclusion

In this paper, we have provided a starting point for a framework of ethical IDNproduction
by analyzing ethical considerations arising from applications of IDN in VR for Cultural
Heritage experiences.Buildinguponethical aspects of cultural heritage andvirtual reality
separately, we have developed a set of ethical questions for IDN design in general and
specifically for the application of IDN in VR representing cultural heritage. From these
questions, initial guidelines can be developed by the community, with the aim to define
a standard applicable to on an international level in the future.
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