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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

If the immersive sector is to fully move beyond engaging the early 

technology adoptors and is to capture mass audiences from different 

corners of the media landscape, then gateway promotional content 

must be developed, i.e. marketing that engages those new to 

immersive technologies. How, though, can the magic of 3D worlds be 

communicated via 2D media? Addressing this current industry 

challenge, the Immersive Promotion Bible aims to identify new 

promotional strategies for how virtual and augmented reality 

experiences can be better marketed to today's audiences.

Immersive is an emerging cultural form, and so its marketing must also 

recognise that many audiences unfamiliar with VR and AR will need 

more of a runway – a trail of breadcrumbs unique to what immersive is 

and what immersive does best – before taking that unfamiliar leap into 

the whole new world(s) of immersive experiences. Rather than thinking 

of immersive promotion as any kind of single-site engagement strategy 

based on imagery of people in headsets or pointing phones – imagery 

that fails to capture the imagination or indeed do justice to what VR and 

AR do best – immersive promotion is itself a journey into immersion.

Providing a road-map for how to create gateway promotional content 

for VR and AR experiences, this Bible emphasises not the newness of 

the technology but the transformation of audience state of mind. The 

Bible identifies a group of immersive categories and dimensions, 

complete with a range of audience-evaluated imagery and language  

that can be adapted by creators everywhere to suit the needs of their  

own VR/AR experience. The Bible also provides a range of exemplar 

imagery and language for how to communicate an audience’s role or 

level of expected participation within a VR/AR experience, as well as 

how to harness the unique emotional after-effect of immersion as new 

forms of post-experience promotional content. Altogether, all of this 

research underpins our Immersive Promotion Strategy Map, which 

presents a guide for creating marketing content for VR/AR experiences 

that can be adapted for a range of VR/AR entertainment experiences. 
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Borrowing visual metaphors and grammar from magical realism – a 

genre that goes to the heart of what immersive experiences are – VR's 

multiple worlds affording embodied experiences based on movement 

can be effectively communicated via imagery of windows, doors and 

other gateways. AR’s forming of a magical element on top of the real 

world can be communicated by animating a single part of an otherwise 

static image/video, or layering blended elements on top of each other. 

OVERVIEW OF THE IMMERSIVE PROMOTION STRATEGY MAP

Immersive promotion must first start with an understanding of not just  

target audience, but also this audience's familiarity with VR or AR, and 

what their interest in such technologies might be. For example, some 

people value immersive’s ability to offer new ways of seeing the world, 

others cherish the way that it brings new connections with other people, 

while others believe that immersive is the most personal of all media. 

Some are drawn to playing or roaming in fantasy spaces, while others 

prefer to watch others as they transcend the borders of their world.

The first phase of the immersive promotion strategy map, Awareness, 

centres on the principle that immersion brings new connections with the 

world, and asks creators to form a magical realism message, one that 

hints at VR/AR’s ability to reveal something new in the world that you 

otherwise cannot see. This first phase is about World, and should focus 

on one of the things that audiences’ value most about immersive: that it 

feels real, and so communicating proximity, scale & space, and multi-

directional sound through accessible media that captures attention.
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The second phase, Consideration, centres on the principle that immersion 

brings new kinds of connection with other people, and asks creators to 

form promotional opportunities for story-living, as well as communicating 

the level of participation required. This second phase is about Audience, 

and should create promotion that communicates immersive’s unique 

sense of audience engagement, such as its embodied sense of freedom. 

The third phase, Decision, centres on the principle that immersion brings 

unique kinds of personal experiences, and asks creators to consider how 

best to reassure audiences as they take a leap of faith into an unknown 

immersive world. This third phase is about Safety, and should create 

totems, i.e. personal objects that feel potentially closer in form to what 

VR or AR will be like, and guide audiences into the VR or AR experience.

The fourth phase, Immersion, is when the audience actually experiences 

the VR or AR content itself. Finally, the fifth phase, Satisfaction & Loyalty, 

centres on the after-effect principles and should aim to keep people 

feeling immersed long after the VR or AR experience has ended. This 

final phase is about immersion as a                                                           

state of mind, with the power to                                                                   

impact mood and memory, and                                                           

therefore asks creators to design                                                               

post-experience mementos that                                                                    

bottle mood change and rekindle 

the memory of feeling immersed. 

With an eye firmly on the growth

and development of the immersive sector, this final phase conceives of 

immersive promotion as a mobius strip of extended, blended realities, 

using the memory of one experience to guide audiences to the next.





INTRODUCTION

The Immersive Promotion Bible addresses the current industry challenge of 

producing innovative gateway promotional strategies for today’s immersive 
experiences, specifically those based on virtual and augmented reality.  

Audience research conducted by Limina Immersive in 2018 indicated that today’s audiences 

still conceive of the primary audience for virtual reality in terms of stereotypical – and  

somewhat gendered – imagery, such as visions of futuristic technology, science fiction 

worlds and, most prominently, an association with male-dominated gaming platforms.

In response, this Bible identifies a set of new audience-evaluated promotional strategies for 

how both VR and AR experiences can be better marketed to today’s first-time audiences. 

‘From both social and commercial perspectives,’ Catherine Allen writes, ‘we have to reach 

beyond those very important early adopters, and convince broader audiences that these 

magical, enriching digital experiences are simply too good to miss out on.’1 For as Catherine 

Allen and Dan Tucker also stated in the Immersive Content Formats for Future Audiences 

report: ‘We want to begin to establish a language that has not been directly imported from 

other forms of media, but instead is unique and bespoke to immersive content as an industry 

in its own right. For immersive media to be seen in its own terms, it needs its own terms.’2 

Accordingly, our Immersive Promotion Bible tackles the following research questions:

1. Given the cultural and technological hybridity of VR/AR, how can the immersive

sector develop more recognisable promotional strategies that reflect this hybridity?

What can be learnt from the worlds of crossmedia, film, video games and theatre?

2. How can the immersive sector broaden the audience for VR/AR experiences through

innovative promotional materials while equally establishing reassuring promotional

approaches that safely guide new audiences towards immersive environments?

3. How can the immersive sector move beyond communicating the spectacle of VR/AR

and instead develop a rigorous toolkit of approaches for conveying an audience's

transformational state of mind that is so unique to VR/AR in/as promotional content?
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BACKGROUND

As of 2020, the immersive sector has become synonymous with cutting-edge technology 

innovation, and the UK is now internationally renowned for this kind of creative production. 

According to the Culture is Digital report commissioned by the Department of Digital, Culture, 

Media and Sport, ‘immersive and augmented reality are changing the way in which we are 

able to experience the world around us, offering a particular opportunity as international 

demand is increasing.’3 Data shows that the immersive market is growing at an extremely 

fast pace, reaching almost £100 billion in 2020, and yet questions still remain over the mass-

market potentials of VR and AR technologies alongside today's more recognisable media. 

Back in 2017, Tim Fiennes, Head of Audience Research (Emerging Technologies) at the BBC, 

reflected on how general audiences had articulated their sense of value for VR experiences: 

The immersive media industry has significant growth predicted: Innovate UK have estimated 

that there are around 1,000 immersive specialist companies in the UK employing 4,500 

people and generating some £660 million in sales, potentially representing as much as 9% of 

the global market share. However, despite such growth, mass-market adoption remains low. 

According to research conducted by GlobalWebIndex in 2018, over 90% of UK and US 

audiences are aware of VR, with around 65% of these also saying they are aware of AR: 

‘Awareness of AR hovers between the 70-75% mark among the 16-44 age group, but drops 

dramatically among 45-54s (56%) and 55-64s (44%). By gender, males (71%) display a 

notably higher level of awareness of AR compared to women (59%)’.5 Yet these awareness 

level figures stand in sharp contrast to the rate of audiences who are actually consuming and 

engaging with AR and VR content on a monthly basis in the UK and US (see next page).

‘We found our participants were equally enthralled and delighted. Their initial – 

fairly low – expectations were far outstripped in terms of the quality of the 

experience and the very nature of being immersed in virtual reality. However, this in 

itself presents a nuanced marketing challenge. The industry has difficulty 

communicating what VR experiences are actually like ... Setting the right level of 

expectation for audiences such that they don’t come away underwhelmed is tricky’.4
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ENGAGEMENT WITH VIRTUAL 
REALITY VS AUGMENTED REALITY

% of people who have used a VR headset/experienced AR in the last month

TOTAL

BY AGE

23%VR 23% AR

34% 35% 35% 35%
26% 27%

12% 11%
6%

3%

16 - 24 25 - 34 35 - 44 45 - 54 55 - 64

16%

17%

30%

29%

BY GENDER

Question: Have you previously used a virtual headset? Have you previously experienced augmented reality 

technology? Yes, in the last month 

Source: GlobalWebIndex / October 2018

Base: 3,938 Internet users in the UK & U.S. aged 16-64
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From this perspective, we can see that 

awareness levels completely overshadow 

engagement levels, and since the take-up of 

immersive technology remains low amongst 

many demographics, the marketing for such 

technologies must break through the very 

likely possibility that, for many people, VR 

and AR are simply not part of their world or 

culture. For instance, the Communications 

Market report produced by OFCOM in 2018 

revealed that only 5% of UK households had 

purchased a VR headset. This figure has 

since risen, but despite the rise in sector 

investment for immersive technologies, key 

questions about the audience often remain 

neglected. In particular, how should the 

immersive sector go about promoting the 

value of VR and AR content? When posed 

with this very question, international VR 

director Mathias Chelebourg noted: 

Similarly, Aki Jarvinen, Senior Experience 

Researcher (Immersive) at Digital Catapult, 

states that ‘immersive productions are

challenging to market due to their 

experiential nature’.7 Says Jarvinen: ‘Framing 

immersive under the banner of “storytelling” 

in the age of “peak TV” and omnipresent 

story content is not necessarily a working 

strategy. Emphasising the experiential 

aspects seems to differentiate immersive. 

Paradoxically, this is the marketing 

challenge’.8 Until now, there has been a lack 

of research into immersive promotion, 

beyond analysing VR/AR as promotional 

extensions of other media like film and 

television (see Janes, 2019).9 What is 

missing here is a greater understanding of 

how we can design promotion for immersive 

experiences in the first place, with the 

medium hybridity, emotional transformation 

and embodied agency that are innate to VR 

and AR re-communicated in/as promotion. 

On account of our aim to broaden the 

audience for immersive experiences at 

this relatively early stage in the sector’s 

development, our Bible draws on concepts 

and approaches from a wide range of media, 

namely film, theatre and video games, since 

imagery from these media are likely to be 

more familiar to those who have not yet 

experienced immersive technologies. By 

way of example, when marketing its VR 

theatre shows, Limina Immersive readily 

borrow promotional strategies from worlds 

far beyond those of the creative industries, 

including hotels, spas, coffee shops and 

attractions. In fact, of those audiences 

evaluated by Limina, only one in ten said that 

they came to a Limina show because of the 

technology; for the rest, the main draw was 

‘It is really tricky, because how can you 

communicate immersion? In some ways 

we have the same problem that people 

from the theatre world have: how can you 

communicate the quality of a play by 

showing something that is so far away 

from the actual experience you are going 

to have? Current practice is to assemble 

sneak-peek videos, interviews; you have 

to be very hybrid. I think it is really hard 

to do; we are all trying to find a solution.’6
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the content. Equally, many of the examples 

we present are intended for those audiences 

who would consider themselves new to VR/

AR technologies, or at least those occupying 

the lower end of Geoffrey Moore’s 

technology adoption lifecycle (see below).

As of 2021, the primary audience for VR, 

at least for the immediate future, looks 

set to strongly reflect the console-gaming 

market and demographic. The immersive 

sector can learn a huge amount from the 

video gaming sector, particularly in terms of 

how it can develop a range of imaginative 

marketing strategies that do not rely 

exclusively on showcasing footage from the 

product itself, but instead foreground more 

engaging, less user-specific imagery based 

on metaphor, language, and visual grammar 

borrowed from other media, such as film. 

The principles of game design, including 

presence, immersion, agency and world 

exploration, are of course fundamental to 

both VR and AR. However, for this Bible we 

look beyond the gaming market, focusing on 

less established and more emerging 

formats of VR and AR that are further out in 

terms of mass adoption. This decision 

reflects the aim of our Bible – that is, to 

broaden and diversify the audience for VR/

AR through new promotional strategies. 

While the launch of a £299 RRP Oculus 

Quest 2 in 2020 will make VR more 

affordable, the immersive sector still has 

much work to do if it is to fully move from 

one-off ‘escape room’ status to something 

that is far more habitual, like streaming a TV 

show on Netflix or going to the theatre. We 

hope that this Bible can help to make a 

contribution towards making this a reality.

Source: Geoffrey Moore (1991) Crossing the Chasm: Marketing and Selling Disruptive Products to Mainstream 
Customers. London: HarperCollins.
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METHODOLOGY

This Bible provides a road-map for what gateway promotional content for VR/AR 

experiences might look like, identifying creative approaches that emphasise not 

the newness of the technology but the transformation of audience state of mind.

Desk research
In order to develop such approaches and strategies, first we conducted desk research, 

including sector reports, consumption data and interviews with industry professionals, in 

particular those based in VR/AR production and digital marketing. We combined this desk 

research with academic literature reviews, spanning areas of immersive/emerging technology, 

promotion and marketing, and (trans)media communication. Alongside a systematic analysis 

of examples of VR/AR promotion that allowed us to gauge current promotional conventions 

across the UK immersive sector, we then categorised today’s technology-based immersive 

content, identifying key themes for understanding the unique value of these experiences.

Audience insight and creator questionnaire
From there, we drew on a large set of audience insight data about how audiences had 

responded to VR/AR experiences, and in particular what they articulated as most enjoyable 

and valuable, as well as how they articulated their emotional state post-experience. This 

audience insight data was provided by StoryFutures Academy, Limina Immersive and the 

South West Creative Technology Network, giving us a diverse data set across different areas. 

Parallel to this work, we developed a questionnaire aimed at our industry case study partners, 

informed by our wider research and which asked the creators to articulate an engagement arc 

for their VR/AR experience in emotional terms. These questionnaires informed a promotional 

strategy for our three case studies, also informing the Immersive Promotion Strategy Map.

Immersive Promotion Strategy Map
All of this research informed our iteratively-developed Immersive Promotion Strategy Map, a 

creator-aimed road-map that can be adapted for the marketing of any VR or AR experience.

13



Case studies
Adapting the principles of the Immersive Promotion Strategy Map, we developed prototype 

promotional materials for three live R&D immersive experiences (below). We use the content 

created for these experiences as exemplars throughout the Bible. All three case studies are  

available to explore at immersivepromotion.com, where we document the materials created, 

the research informing these materials, plus the key learnings from our audience evaluation.

Audience evaluation
Finally, having created a full set of research-informed promotional materials for each of these 

three live case studies, we evaluated all of the promotional materials with audiences. The 

evaluation occurred in two ways: first, as an online survey via surveymonkey; and second, for 

those audiences willing to continue with the evaluation, a bespoke online focus group. The 

evaluation was structured according to the immersive categories and dimensions identified 

by the research, and sought to understand what kinds of promotion were deemed engaging.

Goliath (CreativeXR, 2020)

The Invited (CreativeXR, 2020)

Virtual Veronese (StoryFutures/The National Gallery/Focal Point VR, 2019)
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“I feel that, over time, we started to view reality as the 

poor cousin to our dreams, in a sense… I want to make 

the case to you that our dreams, our virtual realities, 

these abstractions that we enjoy and surround 

ourselves with – they are subsets of reality.” 

Christopher Nolan, 2015



1. RETHINKING IMMERSIVE
EXPERIENCES

Immersion can refer to being immersed in a space (spatial immersion) or being 
mentally immersed (strategic immersion, narrative immersion and tactical 
immersion). According to the International Society for Presence Research, 
tactical immersion is experienced when performing tactile operations that involve 
skill; strategic immersion is more cerebral, and is associated with mental 
challenge, like a chess game; and narrative immersion, finally, describes the way 
that an audience may become invested in a story, like when reading a book.

Understanding how to communicate 

immersive technology outside of 

immersive technology itself means moving 

beyond the technological and into these 

more narrative spaces. Author Kate 

Pullinger writes that ‘over the past several 

centuries, as printed books and, more 

recently, paperbacks have become more 

and more readily available, we have learned 

how to be immersed in a book to such a 

degree that the technology – the book 

itself – disappears’.10 Being focused on the 

technology around you is rarely immersive; 

in fact, it can be a barrier to immersion. 

Promotion for VR/AR technologies must 

recognise this fact. Rather than promoting 

the VR/AR itself as the central hook for 

why people should care, why not sell it as 

akin to getting lost in a wonderful book?

As things stand in 2021, arguably the UK’s 

most influential audience for immersive 

technology is actually the creative sector 

itself, given the sector’s current focus on 

producing creative R&D prototypes arising 

from substantial Industrial Strategy 

funding, such as the £33 million behind its 

Audience of the Future innovation strand. 

Nevertheless, much more work is needed 

in order to translate innovation into mass-

market appeal. Developing unique 

marketing conventions for immersive 

experiences must first start with an 

understanding of what characterises 

immersive experiences, both in terms of 

aesthetics and engagement. In other 

words, what are the 'promises' that these 

kinds of experiences can offer audiences?
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Promise No. 1: Immersion as connection with the world
Artist and academic Duncan Speakman believes that we should rethink our idea of immersive  

by shifting the emphasis away from being a creator of or a participant within an immersive 

experience, and instead focus on the ways that immersive technologies allow us to become 

more aware of what we are already immersed in: ‘Immersive media is a way of exposing how 

we exist deep inside the tangled ecologies of [the world] rather than external viewers’.11 

Explains Speakman:

‘Immersion … might in one instance conjure images of being underwater and in another 

reading a book. It might mean being immersed in a task or immersed in the invisible 

microwaves of digital networks. Yet when we talk about immersive media it often feels 

there is a lean towards describing a kind of cocooning. Whether that’s a darkened room 

filled with sound or the forward-looking and body-forgetting embrace of a VR headset, it’s 

often a totality – immersive media meaning something where the media itself is all-

encompassing in some way, where the only “thing” you are immersed in is the work.’12

Speakman’s definition of immersive technology is the one that we inherit for this Bible. 

Doing so means understanding and indeed communicating VR/AR as ‘not just that you are 

“in” something’, but as that which ‘highlights, reveals or creates one or more of the multiple 

layers of things we are already immersed in’.13 This echoes Jaron Lanier, one of VR's most 

recognisable figures, who claims that through VR we are able to experience a far broader 

range of identities and are capable of seeing the world in a more profound way. So, in short:

1. Immersion is about relationships between people and the world around them. As

such, promotion for immersive technologies must communicate the experiences

enabled via these technologies as a dialogue between the virtual and the real world.

2. Understanding immersion as connections with the world has been reinforced by the

‘visual findings’ from the Immersion strand of the South West Creative Technology

Network (SWCTN)14, a £6.5 million Research England initiative, which revealed:

3. The capacity for immersive technologies to reveal things you cannot see, and the

implications of that function. This unique ability for immersive technologies to reveal

new perspectives can extend to personal, human connections, and insight.

17



Promise No. 2: Immersion as connection with other people
Equally as important to understandings of immersive technologies as that which promise 

connections with the world is their potential to develop connections with other people. Any 

form of media is likely to show us the world, or at least a representation of a world, but can it 

always show us as part of that world, shaped by our embodied interactions with others?

The idea that immersive technologies represent a paradigm shift from the mechanics of 

storytelling to 'story-living' has been well-discussed. There remains merit in understanding VR 

and AR not in cinematic or even strictly visual terms, but as something far more spatial. By 

thinking of immersion as 3D architectural space, in fact, it lends itself to questions of 

intersubjective relationships and joint meaning-making processes. With AR experiences, for 

example, sometimes this means that performers and audiences can share a personal and 

intimate moment of interaction together, while in some VR experiences, the technology is 

capable of mediating relationships between multiple audiences and non-live characters. 

The promise of immersion to form new connections with other people was equally reinforced 

by the key ‘audience findings’ from SWCTN’s Immersion work in 2018-19, which revealed:

1. The opportunity for immersion to achieve affective impact, the relationship with an

audience being changed by a new mode of interaction.

2. Immersion provides the potential for an entirely new dialogue with an audience, whether

to an individual or as a group.

3. Immersive  becomes part of an ever-evolving toolkit for content producers to extend the

potential of the experience they are creating, to make it more affective and visceral.

Promise No. 3: Immersion as personal experience
In effect, immersive technologies place audiences in the middle of complex virtual-physical 

entanglements, and hence a central communication strategy for related promotional content 

must be the message that VR/AR technology provides a new way of seeing the world and, 

potentially, the connections within it – ‘a way of highlighting … the world rather than just 

overlaying it’.15 And this new way of highlighting the world through VR/AR cannot help, 

therefore, but privilege a viscerally personal response, forming a liminal experience that 

captures the sense of leaving one space behind but not yet fully entering another space.

18



Case study: Ready Player One

Ready Player One (2018), a film set in 2045 about a virtual reality entertainment universe 

called OASIS, compellingly narrativises the value of these three immersive promises. 'These 

days,' asserts protagonist Wade Watts, 'reality is a bummer. Everyone's looking for a way to 

escape.' The film's virtual world of OASIS,  'a place where the limits of reality are your own 

imagination, [where ] you can do anything, go anywhere', is a space that allows Wade to find 

the answers to profound questions. For example, it is in the OASIS where Wade discovers 

clues to solving the mystery of his virtual world, but immersive media's potential to reveal 

things that you otherwise cannot see also means that Wade's immersion enables him to 

understand his need to live in a video game, and how his behaviour in said video game both 

enables and prevents the forming of meaningful relationships. Indeed, it is through action in 

the virtual world of the OASIS that Wade is able to form his strongest personal relationships, 

both with his best friend and his romantic feelings towards Samantha. Equally, it is Wade's 

claim that 'people come to the OASIS because of all the things they can do, but they stay 

because of all the things they can be' that crystallises the allure of the film's virtual setting.

Ready Player One (Warner Bros. Pictures, 2018)
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‘Reality has always been too small for the human 

imagination. We’re always trying to transcend.’

Brenda Laurel, 1993



Visceral freedom also emerges from the surrounding space. A VR/AR experience cares where 

it is. Seeing something like a painting in a VR recreation of a 16th century chapel will no doubt 

create a particular effect on those who see it. Seeing it in an art gallery via AR will create a very 

different effect, as would seeing the same painting, again via AR, but in your own living room.

This relationship between place and immersive technologies opens up promotional thinking to 

that which extends beyond the point that someone decides to put on a headset. If immersive 

experiences are to truly sew people into a world in a dynamic way, then we must think of them 

as being more than the short-lived VR/AR content, and instead seen as an all-encompassing, 

mood-changing way of life that engages audiences before and after the experience itself.

Case study: Raucous

Sharon Clark, Creative Director of Raucous, led the development of a narrative that transcends 

three layers of immersive theatre: The Foundling (an at-home experience using AR, funded by 

CreativeXR); The Marshes (a transformation of an urban landscape through technology, funded 

by Bristol+Bath Creative R+D); and The Undrowned (a large-scale immersive performance 

fusing music, film, AR and object-based technology). For the second layer, The Marshes, Clark 

created an immersive storyline that expands the storyworld through contemporary technology, 

but also one of the oldest technologies – an umbrella. Prior to The Undrowned performance, 

the story starts in the streets surrounding the venue. The audience meets in small groups at an 

allotted place – a bus stop, statue, bridge – that are on the main routes to the performance 

space. At these gatherings, each audience member is given an umbrella and as they open it the 

interior of the umbrella becomes animated into a stormy and wild night on the Essex marshes. 

The audience is then escorted to the performance space by the story that is delivered through 

their individual ‘narrative pod’ – the umbrellas providing an intimate space for the narrative to 

progress. These narrative pods provide a sense of tone, storyworld, aesthetic and narrative,  

transforming the environment around the audience so that the story and its world inhabits it.

Ice Road (2017) by Raucous
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Sometimes, however, such immersion 

comes at a cost. As the SWCTN research 

found in their audience findings: ‘The 

impact of immersion, especially for new 

audiences, generates a requirement to 

manage the experience, both as a duty of 

care and as a responsibility to represent 

the potential of a new medium.’16 Many 

audiences will be apprehensive about 

being asked to immerse themselves in a 

new technology – an apprehension that 

may come from the duality of occupying 

two spaces at once. As Allen explains, 

‘there is a great mental and physical 

transition that users go through to submit 

to a VR experience. Studies have shown 

that participating in something that warps 

your sense of reality engages the parts of 

your brain where memories are created’.17

For Anagram, a multi-award-winning 

female-led creative VR collective whose 

Goliath forms one of our case studies, 

‘most projects made for VR don’t 

acknowledge anything else is happening in 

the room and imagine that an audience is 

always ready to make the leap of 

imagination – to let go. But the audience 

often feels a dislocation, and does not 

want to submit to an unfamiliar 

immersion’.18 Dinah Lammiman, too, 

discussing the BBC’s Pop-Up VR Tour from 

2019, suggests that the key to mitigating 

against this kind of fear was the perceived 

safety of a calming library environment.

Sharon Clark's work  in immersive theatre 

reminds us that an audience for VR/AR may 

wish to be passive or active, or indeed slide 

along a spectrum of passivity and activity 

depending on context: ‘The key experience 

must be awe and wonder, not alienation. 

Audience members may not want to be 

exposed or asked to perform or join in if they 

don’t understand the rules of the 

technology. So immersion in this instance 

must be allowed to be more passive than 

active – the participants are following a 

story, not interacting to alter that narrative.’19 

In helping to alleviate the apprehension that 

many audiences may feel when being asked 

to immerse themselves in a new technology, 

a key technique for Clark has been the use 

of ‘totems’. The audience is often carrying or 

holding an object, and their physicality 

makes these items comfortable and 

approachable as they become part of the 

immersive performance. When the totems 

react or do something unexpected, the 

audience moves safely into that space – 

they act like portals to another world. What, 

then, if totems were used as promotion for 

guiding audiences in, and doing so in ways 

that foregrounded duty of care while also 

communicating what people can expect? 

With this three-fold rethinking of immersion 

in mind, the next chapter begins our 

immersive promotion journey in earnest – 

with the identification of an audience.
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2. TARGETING IMMERSIVE
AUDIENCES
VR/AR are a hybrid of media – technologically and culturally. This creates a 

challenge when targeting an audience. On the one hand, the perception of VR/

AR is that it is associated with particular creative sectors, yet there is a growing 

need to distinguish VR/AR as a new medium. How, then, can we harness the 

complex picture of immersive audiences into unique promotional strategies? 

Immersive audiences vary greatly across sectors. For as Aki Jarvinen observes: ‘The 

majority of players of the most successful VR games are not the same audience as for, 

say, an immersive installation in the Saatchi Gallery. Rather, immersive audiences are 

festival-goers, tourists, gallery visitors, experimental theatre and secret cinema 

enthusiasts, video and mobile game players etc.’20 For instance, if your target audience 

are not gamers, then this audience may not feel especially comfortable using controllers 

or even headsets as part of a VR experience. GlobalWebIndex highlights that, as of 2018, 

audiences perceive the potential of VR and AR to be strongest in the following sectors:

CONSUMER PERCEPTIONS ON VIRTUAL REALITY’S POTENTIAL

% of VR users who say it has the most exciting potential in the following industries.

Gaming
64%

Film and TV
52%

Sports
Viewing
42%

Classroom
Education
41%

Social
Media
38%

Question: Where do you think VR has the most exciting potential?
Source: GlobalWebIndex October 2018 Base: 897 VR users in the UK and U.S. aged 16 to 64 

CONSUMER PERCEPTIONS ON AUGMENTED REALITY’S POTENTIAL

% of AR users who say it has the most exciting potential in the following industries.

Film and TV
42%

Classroom
Education
41%

Gaming
53%

Navigation
39%

Question: Where do you think AR has the most exciting potential?

Source: GlobalWebIndex October 2018 Base: 954 AR users in the UK and U.S. aged 16 to 64 

Social
Media
42%
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However, aligning VR or AR with a specific sector can create a problem in promotional terms, 

namely because of the ‘baggage’ that surrounds different media, and how this can impact on  

expectations. For example, if you were to label something as being a ‘game’ or a ‘film’, or even a 

‘VR film’, then many people will come armed with a particular set of expectations in terms of 

what said VR film will look like. That kind of shorthand can be useful, but using the ‘VR film’ label 

also means that some people will draw on their existing film prejudices when evaluating the VR 

film. This means that the established register of film becomes the criteria for judging the VR. 

Audience research consistently shows that people will dislike something if their expectations are 

not met. In the case of VR/AR experiences, these negative responses may stem from game-like 

or film-like expectations. For example, see the first user review for Myth: A Frozen Tale on the 

Oculus website: ‘It’s okay but just a few additions could have made it so much better. Add some 

basic interaction – let me rub the lizard’s head and have it react cutely. Let me touch the water 

horse and cause ripples along its skin. Let the passage of my hands stir the ash floating in the 

air. It doesn’t take much to add to the immersion. Without it the experience feels too passive.’21

IMMERSIVE FORMATS

Alternatively, if you were to label a VR experience, such as Myth: A Frozen Tale, as something 

else entirely, then the audience’s expectations can emerge only from how this particular VR 

experience is described. Moreover, if VR/AR are to be understood as distinct creative forms, 

then we must have different labels to describe them. In 2018, Limina Immersive identified 15 

new formats within the immersive arena, all of which are visualised in the diagram below.

Immersive Content Formats for Future Audiences (Limina Immersive, for Digital Catapult, 2018)
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AUDIENCE INSIGHT

Understanding how to harness Limina's immersive formats as a tool for targeting  

particular immersive audiences means drawing on data about audience engagement 

habits from across the sector. The following qualitative research was conducted in 2019 

by StoryFutures22. While these numbers are based on smaller sample sizes, this 

research offers much insight into how immersive content is experienced, and where.

• The above suggests that VR and AR are not markedly different in terms of sites of 

engagement: both are most popular in the home amongst younger audiences, and 

both see a decline in this popularity at home with audiences over the age of 25.

• As of 2020, both VR and AR are most commonly consumed outside of the home 

amongst audiences over the age of 25, a statistic that likely reflects the headset 

manufacturers’ current marketing approaches and the console-gaming audience.

25



Also in terms of spaces of immersive engagement, the StoryFutures research revealed 

that, amongst the 16-24 demographic, 46% of this group’s immersive engagement 

currently takes place inside the home, with 54% taking place outside the home.

• If these figures are broken down and focused on 16-18-year-olds, then almost 60%

of the UK's immersive activity is undertaken in the home, mostly in bedrooms.

• Immersive is therefore synonymous with the familiar and the safe, yet at the same 

time it is a social activity for many audiences, in a kind of ‘together alone’ sense.

Immersive, in other worlds, is social:

• 86% of immersive activity is undertaken with others.

• Immersive in a social connector for youth audiences with family and friends. This

graph shows us who they interact with when not engaging in immersive alone.
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Beyond understanding where immersive audiences are based and located, we can 

draw on insight concerning the types of immersive platforms that different audiences 

are most familiar with, using this insight to inform an approach to targeting audiences.

• 96% of 19-24-year-olds evaluated had used enhanced filters.

• 75% of 16-24-year-olds had experienced 360-degree video or immersive film.

• The current recognisability of enhanced filters and 360-degree film indicates that

these platforms can be useful ‘bridges’ to engaging audiences with VR and AR.
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APPLICATION: TARGETING IMMERSIVE AUDIENCES

What follows is a commentary on how you can harness Limina's immersive formats as 

tangible promotional strategies for VR/AR experiences. To do so, we will focus on three 

formats as examples – Short Fiction, Wonder in Education, and Perspective Shifter – and 

will incorporate audience insight data from across the immersive sector as well as 

specific creative and audience evaluation findings regarding the case studies discussed 

below. Full documentation of our case studies is published at immersivepromotion.com.

1. SHORT FICTION

Format summary: This VR and AR format invites users to experience more classic stories 

that are told in an immersive way. Short, punchy dramas, they may either take the form of 

animated room scale VR, animated 360 video, live action 360 video or AR experiences.

The Invited (Studio McGuire/CreativeXR, 2020)

CASE STUDY: THE INVITED

Creator's summary: Set in a dark, secret location, a physical book and a mobile device 

spirit detector will summon a small audience through a beautifully unsettling augmented 

reality experience in which each page turn reveals a new exquisite paper-craft world and a 

new set of atmospheric animations to those who were invited to Dracula's reincarnation. 

Target audiences: Dracula and horror fiction enthusiasts; immersive theatre/experience 

seekers; literary festival-goers.
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Since AR content is most commonly consumed inside the home, at least amongst 

audiences under 25, our promotion for The Invited targeted audiences over this age. 

Our central promotional image was inspired by the world of immersive theatre and 

escape rooms (i.e. trapping the audience inside the kirigami world of The Invited), 

which equally serves to communicate the idea of the experience being a social activity. 

Alongside this, we visualised the kirigami book itself, magically over-layed with blood 

and beautiful light as well as animated bats, which aims to target horror and literary 

enthusiasts while hinting at the AR dimension of the experience without being explicit. 

Indeed, nowhere during the campaign did we state the use of augmented reality. Since 

perceptions of AR in the event arena are limited, it was important to draw more heavily 

on more recognisable creative visuals from the theatre, experience and fiction sectors.

Audience evaluation revealed that while in isolation the left-hand image of the blood-lit 

book skewed towards men and the right-hand image of the kirigami castle appealed 

most strongly to women, when placed together this image engaged a diverse age 

range; indeed, when advertised, the below image received an 18% click rate overall.

www.the-invited.co.uk

As with the Short Fiction format, our wider promotion is stylised with fantastical scenes 

that create a storybook atmosphere. The spaces in which Short Fiction stories are set 

tend to be small, often in a single room. In our case, the space of the miniature kirigami 

world of The Invited is emphasised via movement as if inside the pages of a book. 

Unlike in immersive theatre, the Short Fiction lacks interactivity in order to make the 

audience feel trapped. In our case, interactivity is accidentally triggered by the user  

selecting things, such as the poster popping up when hovered over (see next page). 
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2. WONDER IN EDUCATION

Format summary: Wonder in Education pieces are experiences in which immersion, 

encounter and scale are used to provoke feelings of ‘awe’ and are used to motivate users  

to become educated on a given topic. This format can be experienced across a number 

of different platforms including AR, VR and 360º projection domes such as planetariums.

Virtual Veronese (The National Gallery/Focal Point VR/StoryFutures, 2019

CASE STUDY: VIRTUAL VERONESE

Creator's summary: Virtual Veronese is a R&D prototype funded by StoryFutures for The 

National Gallery. For two weeks in 2019, through a combination of AR and VR headsets, 

visitors experienced Veronese’s painting The Consecration of Saint Nicholas as it would 

have been seen in its original chapel setting in 1562. Virtual Veronese is a prototype, 

allowing StoryFutures to collect audience feedback to inform future project development.

Target audiences: Art historians; gallery and exhibition-goers, notably novice VR/AR users.

As with The Invited, promotion for Virtual Veronese was targeted towards audiences over 

25 in order to reflect current trends towards immersive engagement outside of the home. 

Indeed, the demographics most likely to attend a VR experience in a gallery or museum  

are 25-29s and 40-49s. However, with the aim of broadening this audience, our promotion 

avoided using the 'VR' label until the final part of the campaign. Instead, and as per the 

features of the Wonder in Education format, we emphasises the beauty of the scenario.
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Our central promotional image foregrounds visual beauty, as well as transportation to 

another world, communicated via imagery of portals. This image borrows impossible 

architecture imagery from the art sector, as well as magical dimensions from gaming.

As with the Wonder in Education format, our wider promotion aims to inspire awe 

through beautiful imagery of golden chapels, magical skies, portals and even butterflies. 

Aesthetics of the television documentary are also evoked through chapel footage. In 

order to engage a broader audience, our promotion included animated posters, which 

proved to be the most engaging amongst both audiences who currently engage with VR 

or AR regularly and those audiences who have never engaged with these technologies.
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3. PERSPECTIVE SHIFTER

Format summary: In a Perspective Shifter, the user enters someone else’s life, either via the 

simulation of inhabiting their body or by ‘meeting’ them. Essentially, audiences are invited 

to experience a slice of another’s life circumstances, in turn shifting their own perspective. 

This could be a whole shift in world view, an increase in understanding, the fostering of 

empathy for a particular group of people or simply a change in opinion on an issue.

Goliath (Anagram/CreativeXR, 2020)
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The high recognisability of enhanced filters amongst 19-24-year-olds informed our decision 

to create a filter as a promotional bridge to engaging this audience with VR. Also given the 

fact that VR is currently perceived to have the most potential in the gaming and film/TV 

arena, our promotion borrows from these media. For example, imagery of arcade machines 

become the magical realism portal through which we enter the world, and audiences have 

the chance to build their own unique video game avatar. As with the Perspective Shifter 

format, we introduce the central character and visualise his challenge. The emotional aims 

of the format are experimented with by switching from the eyes of Jon to the eyes of an 

onlooker, or the role of a passive viewer (film-like) to the role of an active player (game-like).

CASE STUDY: GOLIATH

Creator's summary: Goliath by Anagram is a VR documentary about living through real 

virtual realities. It follows the story of Jon, a gamer diagnosed with paranoid schizophrenia. 

You are invited into Jon's two very different worlds. One world is that of his psychosis, 

where he is tormented by dark visions and voices. The other world is that of online gaming, 

where he is a hero, surrounded by a gaming community that brings adventure into his life. 

Target audiences: 16-35 VR/console gamers and film and TV documentary enthusiasts.

Given that previous research indicates that anywhere between 40% and 60% of Goliath's 

target audience currently undertakes its immersive activity in the home, our promotion 

focused on platforms likely to be consumed inside, or else created opportunities for 

audiences to immerse themselves in Goliath through the ease of their mobile phone. 

Examples included short-form video content for Twitch and wallpapers for your phone. Our 

central promotional image is geared most pointedly towards the gaming market, with the 

use of the floating 'Goliath' letters and mirroring signaling a magical realism dimension.
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Part I
Immersion as connection with the world



3. MAGICAL REALISM:
THE IMMERSIVE GENRE
Illusion has long been held up as a way of transporting people into a fictional realm 

– technology here becoming the mechanism for bottling mediatised illusion and

scaling it. Having identified an immersive audience, this chapter explores a unique

way of conceptualising the world-crossing illusion of VR and AR – through genre.

VR/AR experiences are all about the bringing together – or crossing – of two different worlds, 

one real and one virtual. Much like the worlds of sky versus water, or conscious versus 

unconscious, the dual spaces of real life versus virtual environment brought together by VR 

and AR technologies can be conceptualised as the creative clashing of magic and realism. 

In the New Adventures: The Strength of Immersive Entertainment 2020 report, Ricky Brigante 

and Sarah A.S. Elger claim that immersive experiences bring people ‘together across beautiful 

and emotional dream-like experiences that come to life’.23 Dream-like magical realism goes 

right to the heart of what immersive experiences are, tapping into notions of immersion as a 

way of thinking and feeling that transcends the real/fantasy divide. Magical thinking will never 

disappear, partly because it is a safety mechanism, but also because of its ability to inspire 

wonder. As such, magical realism becomes an accessible genre through which to visualise 

the potentials of VR/AR to wider audiences. After all, we see it everywhere, be it in title 

sequences of Hollywood films, or even as hand-made fairy doors attached to tree trunks.

Panic Room (Columbia Pictures, 2002) Source: National Trust
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“The kids in our school said she was weird. And 

now I know: She saw things that others didn’t.” 

The Lovely Bones, 2009



DEFINING MAGICAL REALISM

Magical realism is a style of fiction that paints a realistic view of the world while also adding 

magical elements. Spanning literature, theatre, film and more, the magical realism genre has 

come to encompass different functions of fantastic elements in stories that are unwilling to 

confirm or deny for the audience that these elements exist in its world. It can sometimes feel 

unsettling or give the story a dream-like quality. What this style achieves is to communicate 

the possibility that the world is more than what we see or know, even if this magic is a 

figment of the imagination. As Emma Allmann explains: ‘Just as the fantastic and magical 

elements are presented as normal, the standard structure of reality is put into question ... 

Magical realism is a chance for authors to show an alternative to an accepted reality’.24

By way of example, Harry Potter tells the story of a young boy, living in a seemingly ordinary 

world, who becomes aware of the magical world of wizardry that is invisible to most. Equally, 

the film Birdman (2014) is a story about the everyday miracle of an actor who learns to stop 

chasing the empty admiration of stardom by earning this admiration from his daughter. In 

this case, magical realism functions as a device for revealing why this man was chasing 

such dreams in the first place – if this story was told in AR, then the technology would be the 

device that reveals this truth. Whereas in the case of Harry Potter, magical realism functions 

as a source of fantasy through which a whole new world of wonder is revealed – if this story 

was told in VR, then the technology may well be the thing that transports Harry to Hogwarts.

Birdman (Fox Searchlight Pictures, 2014)

Harry Potter and the Order of the Phoenix (Warner Bros. Pictures, 2007)
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wo with Duncan Speakman’s definition of immersive tec

HOW THIS PLAYS ACROSS MEDIA

Sometimes, the magic exists within the 

borders of the real world, operating like an 

unexplainable addition to the world that 

leaves characters in a state of awe. 

Examples of this form of magical realism 

in cinema include Birdman (2014) and The 

Green Mile (1999), where the seeming 

‘magic’ of a flying superhero or the 

otherworldly abilities of a death-row 

prisoner exist on top of/within the 

character’s everyday sense of reality. 

Sometimes, however, the magic exists as 

part of another world, one very much 

separate from our own, while still 

interrelating in important ways. Examples 

in film include The Lovely Bones (2009), 

The Purple Rose of Cairo (1985) and Last 

Action Hero (1993). In these cases, 

characters – and therefore audiences – 

are able to cross back and forth between 

the ‘real’ world and the ‘magic’ world, with 

action in one space impacting the other.

In visual terms, such crossing usually  

manifests via some kind of a portal, 

signaling the journey into another world. 

Think of Lewis Carroll’s Alice’s Adventures 

in Wonderland (1865), where Alice tumbles 

down the rabbit hole to find herself in a 

strange new world of upside-down logic.

Some cases of magical realism imply that 

the magic may be existing only in the mind 

of a protagonist – Alice’s Adventures in 

Wonderland is again a good example. 

Even if the magic is imagined, there can be 

something appealing about disappearing 

into a personal world. This focus on 

subjective emotional experience is key to 

understanding the uniqueness of VR/AR.

As a result of this subjective emotional 

experience, magical realism often incites 

reflection, thought and hope in the 

audience as well as in its characters; it 

serves to conjure wonder and possibility 

about the everyday world around us. And 

because of this, the genre aligns perfectly 

with Duncan Speakman’s earlier definition 

of immersive media technology being that 

which works to ‘highlight, reveal or create 

one or more of the multiple layers of 

things we are already immersed in’. 

Conceptually, therefore, magical realism, 

much like VR and AR at their very best, 

instills the possibility that – just maybe – 

there is a different kind of world existing 

than the one we choose to see or are 

capable of seeing with our own eyes.
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Case study: Priya’s Shakti

Priya’s Shakti is a transmedia project that attempts to change attitudes toward rape victims 

in India. Co-created by Ram Devineni and Dan Goldman, the project began as a comic book 

before crossing into AR, street art and art exhibitions. The idea to create Priya’s Shakti came 

after the horrible gang rape and murder of a young woman on a bus in New Delhi in 2012. 

The incident caused an outcry across India, particularly amongst young people. Many 

people at the time called for a cultural shift in terms of empowering women in modern 

society and challenging deep-rooted patriarchal views that effect both women and men. 

Priya was hereby created, billed as a new Indian superhero, who is a rape survivor with the 

capacity to inspire and promote change. The transmedia story works as follows: readers 

are introduced to Priya in the pages of a comic book, which tells the story of her rise to 

becoming a superhero to fight against the injustices of modern-day India, giving a voice to 

sexually victimised women. While the comic sets out certain narrative expectations, e.g. of 

fantasy and victory, the use of AR operates as an extension of the story. When users look at 

the comic through the AR on their smartphone, two things happen: one, statistics about the 

reality of sexual violence against women in India are revealed, and two, the true nature of 

the story is revealed. Which is to say that the AR ‘strips away’ the superhero fantasy of 

Priya’s story and reveals that, in fact, Priya is a rape victim who has imagined her superhero 

identity as a way of dealing with the horrors of her past, emotionally and psychologically. 

Priya’s Shakti, 2014

41





APPLICATION: MAGICAL REALISM AS IMMERSIVE PROMOTIONAL STRATEGY

The idea that perhaps there is a different kind of world existing around us than the one we 

choose to see can form a tantalising marketing hook for audiences, one that is profound, 

intellectual, emotional and personal – all of which are important to immersive experiences. 

Equally, magical realism creates a profound sense of ambiguity – this in itself can form the 

basis of an intriguing promotional strategy based on the hook of making sense of reality.

Through foregrounding such magical realist ideas of layers, connections and revealing 

something more in the world around us, all promotional strategies for VR/AR experiences 

should begin by exploring new and compelling ways of communicating one overarching idea:

‘With VR/AR, you will see the world like never before…’

Central to promoting VR/AR experiences is the cultivation of an ‘everyday miracle’ marketing 

strategy, where audiences are incentivised through an emotional desire to want to experience 

said everyday miracle for themselves, and to try and better understand it on an intellectual 

level. It is therefore not a science-fiction message, i.e. one based on looking to the stars. 

Instead, it is a magical realism message, i.e. inviting people to look a little closer, to go a little 

deeper, and to open their own eyes to the miracles that surround us all every single day.

APPLICATION: COMMUNICATING VR

If magical realism serves as a genre for communicating VR/AR experiences, then how can it 

be used to communicate the technological and experiential differences between VR and AR? 

When conceived as magical realism, VR opens your eyes to multiple worlds, to new places that 

have their own physical space. A key promotional message for VR is therefore that this 

technology can offer new ways of seeing or thinking based on entering a virtual environment.

If the underpinning challenge concerning the promotion of immersive content boils down to 

the question of how to communicate 3D experiences in 2D formats, then visual metaphors 

must be adopted. VR must find ways of signaling the multiplication of worlds, but more 

importantly the existence of multiple worlds in the same space; this is key in terms of 

reinforcing VR as an innately embodied experience predicated on movement within and 

around a virtual site. For example, windows, doors, gateways, tunnels, bubbles and snow 

globes can serve as highly effective single-shot visual metaphors for communicating VR. In 

creative terms, using images or videos/GIFs where multiple elements appear to come out or 

go in, alongside camera movement with few static objects, can prove to be visually effective.
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APPLICATION: COMMUNICATING VR - EXAMPLE VISUAL METAPHORS
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APPLICATION: COMMUNICATING VR -  EXAMPLE VIDEO EDITING

With video, layering moving objects on top of the video image that pop up or overshadow 

the original image is an effective way of communicating the transformational aesthetic of 

VR. Equally, entire 3D environments that fade in and out around your physical space (a bit 

like the TARDIS in Doctor Who) can signal the liminal nature of a VR environment. 
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APPLICATION: COMMUNICATING AR - EXAMPLE VISUAL METAPHORS

AR, by contrast, can open your eyes to the wider possibilities of your own seemingly ordinary 

world. As such, a key promotional message for AR is that this technology can allow us to see 

something magical in our lives that we did not see before. Birdman (2014) and The Green 

Mile (1999) are again good cinematic examples, as is the world of Harry Potter, where 

moving paintings and posters stand as magical items within an otherwise realistic setting. 

Harry Potter and the Chamber of Secrets (2002) / Harry Potter and the Prisoner of Azkaban (2004)

Raucous’ Ice Road poster (2017) (below) is an example of how AR can be communicated 

through metaphor. Here, tattoos on the surface of human skin signal the conceit of AR as the 

means through which a new magical element is added on top of the everyday world. In other 

words, it is a question of ontology that characterises the difference between AR and VR in 

promotional terms: What kind of new avenues of reality are being opened up? In creative 

terms, animating a single part of an image/video, keeping everything else static, can prove to 

be effective, as can layering multiple elements on top of each other, blended artfully.

The Green Mile (Warner Bros./Universal, 1999) Birdman (Fox Searchlight Pictures, 2014)
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4. COMMUNICATING IMMERSIVE
CHARACTERISTICS
The key challenge surrounding VR/AR experiences is the need to communicate what 

these experiences offer that no other medium can, and to do so without putting 

people in a headset. In other words, what is the perceived value of VR/AR content to 

mass-market audiences – and how can this value be visualised and described? 

Having considered the central generic device through which to conceptualise the promotion of 

your VR/AR experience, this chapter will focus on the question of communicating different 

aspects of what defines immersion, going beyond the broader conception of magical realism. 

We stress once again that the examples presented here are intended for audiences that are 

new to immersive technologies, i.e. providing the basis for gateway promotional content.

LANGUAGE

In the New Adventures: The Strength of Immersive Entertainment 2020 Immersive report,  

Brigante and Elger document sector-wide trends concerning the kind of language being used 

to describe immersive experiences in marketing material, noting that the words 'interactive', 

'experiential' and 'intimate' remain the most common. Creator survey respondents identified 

both the most and the least effective marketing words to attract consumers to their work: 

Research indicates that foregrounding generic descriptions such as ‘immersive’ and 

‘interactive’ are risky from a marketing perspective, while overly foregrounding the 

technology (e.g. the VR or AR itself ) is even more likely to alienate some audiences.26 

‘Many of the same words that were deemed most effective for marketing by some 

respondents were also identified as the least effective. Specifically, general words 

like Immersive and Interactive are good for some audiences while confusing for 

others. Likewise, using words that categorize the industry such as Escape Room, 

Immersive Theatre, VR, AR, and XR excites fans of these types of experiences but 

may confuse audiences who are not familiar with the terms.'25
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AUDIENCE VALUE 

Instead, it is key to develop a promotional strategy for all VR/AR experiences that is 
based on a detailed and nuanced understanding of how audiences value VR/AR. 
Reporting on the audience evaluation completed by the BBC VR Hub in 2017, Tim 
Fiennes, Head of the BBC’s Audience Research (Emerging Technology), writes: ‘A 
typical comment was “If the content could have been just as easily consumed on 
a TV screen, why go to the effort of watching it immersively?” For the occasion to 
be worthwhile, the content must be a special experience that could only have been 
conveyed in VR and not through other media.’27 Equally, according to Fiennes, ‘XR can 
be more memorable, emotionally resonant, and impactful than other media.’28 Why, 
then, is emotion or transformation of mood not at the centre of VR/AR promotion? 

StoryFutures, partnering with Limina Immersive, conducted audience research with 
the latter’s VR theatre attendees over a weekend in 2019. Limina and StoryFutures 
wanted to understand the emotional states of immersive audiences when they arrived, 
and how they felt afterwards. They asked them to choose up to five words to describe 
their before state, and up to five words to describe how they felt afterwards. Amongst 
the most common responses in terms of how VR transformed peoples' emotional or 
mental state were ‘reflective’, ‘interested’ and ‘excited’. Going further, the following 
emotional states were said to be the most common amongst the audiences surveyed: 
‘excited’, ‘aroused’, ‘curious’, ‘satisfied’, ‘indifferent’, ‘disappointed’ and ‘anxious’.29 

This balance between immersion as emotional and cerebral is reinforced by the New 
Adventures: The Strength of Immersive Entertainment 2020 Immersive Entertainment 
Industry Annual report. For Brigante and Elger, ‘no single quality within the Immersive 
Entertainment Industry attracts customers more than others, according to their 
respondents. But based on Limina’s research, what attracts audiences most to 
immersive experiences is whatever it is that people get to do. Specifically, it is the 
combination of entertainment, emotion, intelligence, theme and subject that makes 
immersive experiences so compelling and attractive to audiences’30 (see page 53).

51





Proximity, i.e. a sense of presence or feeling physically closer to something.

Scale & space, i.e. a sense of vastness or openness to the environment. 

Directionality of sound, i.e. a directed or 360-degree use of sound. 

Freedom, i.e. an experiential ability to find your own pathway through a scene. 

Point of view, i.e. the audience's precise role and surrogate position.

Equally, when asked what they wanted from VR/AR, the most common responses were:

More experiences that cannot be had ‘in real life’.

More individualised and personalised experiences.

Feeling touched and/or moved by the experience.

Feeling like the experience was ‘real’.

Feeling mentally involved in the story.

Feeling happy and/or safe during the experience.

Source: New Adventures: The Strength of Immersive Entertainment 2020 

Brigante and Elger indicate that ‘words like Magical, Engaging, Transformative and Meaningful 

combined with phrases like Unlike Anything I’ve Seen and Mind Blown are the types of reactions 

creators strive for when working within the Immersive Entertainment Industry’.31 Even more 

significantly, however, StoryFutures’ evaluation revealed that the following VR/AR dimensions 

were in fact the most memorable for audiences. We can think of each of these five dimensions 

as the main characteristics of VR/AR experiences that must be communicated to audiences:
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APPLICATION:  IMMERSIVE CATEGORIES AND DIMENSIONS 

All of the above findings can be grouped into the following three categories: feeling real, 

feeling engaged, and feeling safe. When developing a bespoke promotional strategy based 

on these categories, our Immersive Promotion Strategy Map (chapter 7) can be used to 

structure the campaign, with creators thinking through ways of communicating what the 

immersive dimensions of ‘freedom’, ‘proximity’, 'scale & space', ‘personal totems’, etc. might 

look like in the context of your experience’s subject matter, target audience and format. The 

below diagram illustrates how these various immersive categories and dimensions can be 

grouped according to the three earlier 'promises' of what defines immersive experiences.

Diagram: Immersive Categories and Dimensions 

APPLICATION: COMMUNICATING THE CATEGORIES AND DIMENSIONS OF VR/AR

What follows are a range of exemplar visual metaphors and descriptive language choices 

that can be adapted when communicating these different characteristics. These exemplars 

are based on a semiotics of culture approach, a research field that attempts to understand 

culture from a semiotic perspective and as a type of human symbolic activity based on the 

creation of signs that, through thier cultural context, give meaning to everything around us.
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FEELING REAL: ‘PROXIMITY’ DESCRIPTIONS

See,  Look,  Enter,  Visit ,  Journey,  Now

‘PROXIMITY’ VISUALS

In terms of cultural semiotics, the following kinds of images convey immersive ‘proximity’: 
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‘SCALE & SPACE' DESCRIPTIONS

Transcend,  Play,  Roam, Go inside,  Inf inite ,  Boundless

'SCALE & SPACE' VISUALS

In terms of cultural semiotics, the following kinds of images convey immersive ‘scale & space’:
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'DIRECTIONALITY OF SOUND'

Audio (on its own or with very minimal visuals) may well be 

the right vehicle to hint at what is to come, set you up for the 

experience so to deliver an anticipatory spine-chill without 

giving away the full extent of the experience. Simple sound 

effects such as tunnels or echoes or even the sound the 

being underwater can be effective in signaling the sensation 

of immersion, as can binaural or spatial sound. It is important 

to make the VR/AR environment feel alive, e.g. when picking 

up a phone, perhaps we hear the sound of someone inside it. 

IT: Float - A Cinematic VR Experience (SunnyBoy Entertainment, 2017)

‘POINT OF VIEW' VISUALS & DESCRIPTIONS

See the Communicating Audience Expectations chapter, since this dimension primarily 

concerns the nature of the audience role and surrogate within the immersive experience.

By way of example, in the case of the IT: Float VR experience featuring Pennywise the 

clown, we hear the whispers of Pennywise, muffled as he is hidden in a sewer below ground. 

Directionality of sound is used to give the illusion that another world exists below our own. 

Spatial proximity, i.e. how loud or quiet the sound is when Pennywise moves closer, is key.
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FEELING ENGAGED: 'FREEDOM' DESCRIPTIONS

Break away,  Imagine,  Open,  Breathe,  Escape,  Go beyond ,  Explore

'FREEDOM' VISUALS

In terms of cultural semiotics, the following kinds of images convey immersive ‘freedom’:
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FEELING SAFE: ‘TOTEM’ DESCRIPTIONS

Become, Connect ,  Join,  Touch,  Bel ieve ,  Together

‘TOTEM’ VISUALS

In terms of cultural semiotics, the following kinds of images convey immersive ‘totems’, all 

of which can be adapted into promotional totem strategies for your immersive experience:
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Case study: The Stick House by Raucous

Produced by Raucous in 2015, The Stick House is an immersive theatre production making use 

of a range of creative technology, including AR, holograms as well as film and music. The key 

theme of The Stick House’s marketing strategy, led by Claire Skelcey, was to use classic forms 

of theatre marketing but to push the boundaries within those forms so that The Stick House 

stood out as something new, exciting and unique. As a then-new company, Raucous had little 

data and almost no audience base to build on, so were starting afresh as opposed to basing 

their strategy on learned outcomes from previous shows. Some key lessons learnt included:

POSTER

The central image for The Stick House's marketing campaign emerged not from the theatre 

show itself but rather from the trailer, as this was seen to present the most progressive 

representation of the show (see next page). Note the central use of an eye, specifically its 

size, which links to scale & space. The open box, too, connotes a portal, as if to another world.

COPY

The copy focused on being intriguing, mysterious and magical. The script was very much a 

starting point for the copy as it is essential to capture the language of the piece from the off:

‘A dark gothic fable fusing film, music, performance and creative digital technology 

spinning a tale of love found, betrayals made and hearts laid bare. A beautiful 

compelling theatre adventure that will make you hold your breath…’
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The Stick House (Raucous, 2015

TAGLINE

One of the most crucial parts of a marketing campaign, the tagline gives you the opportunity 

to engage your audience in one sentence. The final tagline was taken from the script, and it 

was chosen as a means of enticing the audience to take action as a challenge, an offering:

Note the use of the word ‘door’, which connotes the magical realism of an immersive portal.

PRINT

The print was designed in such a way that it would be striking, eye-catching and different to 

normal theatre flyers. Raucous wanted to evoke the world of The Stick House, so opted for a 

gatefold flyer that you had to open in order to ‘enter’, thus echoing the earlier tagline:

‘The door of The Stick House is open… All you have to do is walk in.’
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Part II
Immersion as connection with other people



5. COMMUNICATING AUDIENCE
EXPECTATIONS
As digital and physical spaces converge and involve audiences as embodied 

participants within today’s immersive experiences, creators may require more 

agency of their audiences. But how do we effectively communicate the audience's 

expectations, roles and engagement positions within a VR/AR experience? 

Establishing a magical realism message and communicating key immersive characteristics is 

one thing, but the nature of 'doing' as opposed to observing that defines VR/AR experiences 

means that additional levels of expectations must be communicated to potential audiences. 

This chapter addresses this key consideration. There are three forms of immersive audience 

engagement that must be communicated in the promotional material: firstly, the audience role; 

secondly, the audience surrogate; and thirdly, the question of macro versus micro engagement.

AUDIENCE ROLE

Let’s start with the audience role and the question of agency, otherwise known as the level of 

interactivity. Agency is a term often used without definition and assumptions are made about 

when or if people have or experience agency. These assumptions intensify when we talk about 

digital technology and the Internet as it offers us choices (however limited or superficial).

According to Astrid Breel, ‘the basic definition (in a philosophical sense of agency is having the 

ability to make decisions and act in a way that might impact on or change the situation’.32 

Agency is a complex concept since it is inherently linked to our embodied experience of action 

as well as to our perception of ourselves in relation to others and our context. Agency can be 

very important in VR/AR experiences, as audiences may be able to contribute to the experience 

by adding to or even changing something within the experience, or simply by looking around. 

With immersive, audiences are bringing with them their own reality or sense of self, and so the 

extent to which an audience member is required or expected to be an active, interactive agent 

within a VR/AR experience can impact whether they deem it appropriate to their interests. (For 

instance, the Everything Immersive website specifically provides details on an experience’s 

‘interaction advisories’ alongside information about age appropriateness, violence, and so on).
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APPLICATION: COMMUNICATING AUDIENCE ROLE

It is therefore enormously important to communicate to potential VR/AR audiences what 

degree or kind of agency will be expected. Promotional messages should invite discovery with 

clear expectations of role. Remember, some audiences may not want to perform or to interact. 

The audience role is best communicated during the ‘consideration’ phase of our Promotional 

Strategy Map, where the focus of the promotion is on the ‘feeling engaged’ dimensions and 

where all promotional content can itself reflect the level of agency expected within the 

experience. Dolan and Palets have neatly categorised differences in terms of the level of 

audience agency within immersive experiences, identifying the following four categories:

1. Passive observant: The viewer is essentially a ghost, playing no active role in the

story. They are invisible to (and go unnoticed by) other actors in the world.

2. Active observant: As with passive observant, but with some additional means of

interaction such as a gaze-based point-and-click mechanic to activate cut-scenes.

3. Passive participant: The viewer is visible to (and noticed by) other actors in the

world. The viewer may be spoken to or directly addressed by other actors. The

overall experience however remains passive; the viewer has no ability to affect

change within the story. (Limina found this category to be the most popular).

4. Active participant: As with passive participants, but with the means and ability to

effect change within the story and its outcome.33

As a general rule, the difference between an observant and a participant can be signaled to 

potential audiences through the degree of interaction required with the promotional content. 

For example, for an experience where the audience is a passive observant, then the promotion 

can be designed to be read/watched/listened to somewhat passively, with the promotion also 

not addressing the individual audience member directly. Whereas if an experience expects the 

audience to be a passive participant, then the promotion can make the audience visible by 

addressing them more directly, such as through synthetic personalisation strategies. Equally, if 

the experience demands audiences to be active participants, then the promotion can build in 

opportunities for the audience to co-create content and/or effect some degree of change within 

the promotional campaign, such as through the incorporation of user-generated content.
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1. ‘Passive observant’ visuals

Taking a cultural semiotics approach, this audience role can be communicated through 

imagery of empty spaces in long-shot, and with minimal use of people and movement:

2. ‘Active observant’ visuals

Taking a cultural semiotics approach, this audience role also can be communicated 

through imagery of empty spaces, but this time with people or body parts highlighted:
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3. ‘Passive participant’ visuals

Taking a cultural semiotics approach, this audience role can be communicated through 

imagery of characters breaking the fourth wall and looking directly at you/the camera:

4. ‘Active participant’ visuals

Taking a cultural semiotics approach, this audience role can be communicated through 

game-based cross-cutting devices, e.g. between an audience's action and its effect:

Ready Player One, 2018

67



AUDIENCE SURROGATE

The second level of audience engagement within a VR/AR experience that must be carefully 

communicated to audiences in promotional material concerns the audience surrogate, i.e. 

who the audience is within the experience. Communicating this aspect is important in terms 

of expectations. Mohen Leo’s conception of the four immersive audience surrogates are:

1. Audience as ‘no one’

2. Audience as ‘you’

3. Audience as a ‘version of you’

4. Audience as ‘something/someone else’34

APPLICATION: COMMUNICATING AUDIENCE SURROGATE

The audience surrogate should again be communicated during the ‘consideration’ phase of 

the Immersive Promotion Strategy Map, where the focus of the promotion is on the ‘feeling 

engaged’ dimensions and where promotional materials should communicate the eyes of the 

audience through a creative combination of the visual and linguistic strategies outlined in this 

chapter. For example, for an experience where the audience surrogate is a ‘version of you’, 

then the promotion may wish to consider how mirrors or duplicates could operate within the 

world of the experience, and feature a second-person form of address, as illustrated below.

1. Audience as ‘no one’ visuals

The ‘no one’ surrogate is akin to stories where the protagonist is a fly-on-the-wall. Taking a 

cultural semiotics approach, the following imagery surrounds the concept of ‘no one’: 

Audience as 'no one' descriptions

Spir i t ,  Soul ,  Ghost  & f i rst -person address ( ‘ I ’ )  &  passive voice
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2. Audience as ‘you’ visuals

The ‘you’ surrogate is akin to stories where the protagonist enters a virtual world for reasons 

of wish-fulfillment and temporary indulgence, but is still and always that same character. 

Taking a cultural semiotics approach, the following imagery surrounds the concept of ‘you’:

Audience as 'no one' descriptions

Feel ,  See & second-person address ( ‘what  ro le  wi l l  you p lay? ’ )  &  act ive  voice.

3.ĈAudience as ‘version of you’ visuals

The ‘version of one’ surrogate is akin to stories where the protagonist enters a virtual world and 

sees this virtual world through new eyes as a fully-formed digital avatar. Taking a cultural 

semiotics approach, the following imagery surrounds the concept of a ‘version of you’:

Audience as 'version of you' descriptions

Look again ,  Another  you/ l i fe ,  What  i f?  &  second-person address & act ive  voice
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4. Audience as ‘something/someone else’ visuals

The ‘something/someone else’ surrogate is akin to stories where the protagonist enters a 

virtual world and transcends into someone or something else entirely, with new embodied 

behaviours, skills, abilities and actions emerging as a result. Taking a cultural semiotics 

approach, the following imagery surrounds the concept of ‘something/someone else’:

Audience as 'something/someone else' descriptions

Transform,  Change,  Become & th i rd-person address ( ‘he/she/they ’ )  &  act ive  voice

MICRO VS. MACRO ENGAGEMENT

Going beyond the audience role and surrogate, a final audience factor to communicate is 

whether the audience will experience a micro or a macro version of the VR/AR content. This 

relates to the continued relative lack of take-up for VR headsets and AR glasses in the home. 

As of 2021, VR remains a trend primarily for high-end markets, such as education and gaming. 

But Thomas Baekdal identifies another emerging trend: VR as a ‘viewing’ experience, where the 

focus is not on getting people to experience VR directly, but instead on presenting it to them as 

a 2D video experience. Consider the two ways in which we might experience a video game: 

‘One way is to play the game yourself, which is really fun if that’s what you want to do. 

But the other way is to watch someone else play the game, through which you 

experience their emotions and actions. Why would people want to spend time watching 

someone else play a game, you ask? Oh, I don’t know. Why do you watch football on 

TV? It’s the same thing. Millions of people watch football on TV almost every week, but 

most people don’t actually play it themselves. This is what we call "let’s players".’35
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Baekdal’s 'let’s player' concept leads him to characterising two modes of VR experience:

Explains Baekdal: ‘There is the full VR experience where you convince people to put on a 

headset and interact in the VR world itself. But we also have the VR micro-moments, where we 

can use VR to tell people a better story, but the audience isn’t wearing VR headsets to watch it. 

Instead, this market is about how we can broadcast a VR experience to a non-VR viewer.’36

Case Study: Star Trek: Bridge Crew

A good example of the micro model of VR experience is Star Trek: Bridge Crew, which in a 

video from Yogscast (see below) shows one approach to communicating to audiences the 

experience of being inside a VR game, and doing so without asking them to wear a VR headset. 

You are shown how this was done in the first part of the video. Here we see them all sitting in 

front of a green screen, which the background of the video game is projected onto. We are 

then shown the game footage from a first-person perspective, where we see exactly what each 

'let’s player' saw. Finally, the video switches views and shows the 'let’s players' in action. Note 

how the background reflects where the 'let’s players' are in the video game itself, which creates 

a more fully immersive experience for those watching the video online (i.e. everyone else).
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APPLICATION: MICRO VS. MACRO ENGAGEMENT

Considerations of micro vs. macro also should be communicated during the ‘consideration’ 

phase of the Immersive Promotion Strategy Map, where the wider focus is on the significance 

of connecting with other people. Your target audience will to some extent shape whether the  

audience for your immersive experience can, or wants to, experience the content themselves 

or as a 'let’s player'. For example, film-goers may be far less accustomed to using controllers 

than gamers, and are also used to consuming stories where they are asked to merely observe 

rather than do. Equally, adopting the micro approach to the promotion of a VR experience can 

provide some audiences with access to VR content that they might otherwise not have. The 

below diagram illustrates our three considerations of communicating audience expectations.

In the next chapter, we move on to defining VR/AR as a unique form of promotion, outlining  

ways through which immersion can be extended via post-experience promotional content.

Diagram: Immersive Audiences
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Part III
Immersion as personal experience



6. HARNESSING THE IMMERSIVE
AFTER-EFFECT
By Catherine Allen

Research tells us that VR/AR can have a lasting emotional impact on how we see, 

feel and even remember. How can we harness this impact into the creation of new 

forms of promotional content that are targeted towards people after an immersive 

experience? How might such an approach be used to support sector development?

DEFINING VR/AR AS A UNIQUE PROMOTIONAL EXPERIENCE

If immersive indeed represents a unique 

emerging medium, then what is unique 

about its promotion and marketing? If 

immersive is best distilled into its magical 

ability to provide new ways of seeing the 

world, new ways of connecting with other 

people, and new kinds of personal 

experiences unique to us, then surely what 

makes VR/AR promotion unique as a 

marketing form is that it can – or should – 

start before the experience begins and 

continues long after it ends. By way of 

example, Coney, an interactive theatre-

making group, are experts at engaging 

audiences before and after live theatre 

shows through digital technologies. Coney’s 

approach posits that an immersive work 

starts when you first hear about it and it 

does not finish until you stop thinking about 

it. It is about taking audiences on a journey 

where, in this case, the VR/AR content is only 

one component of the immersive experience. 

Conceiving of immersive promotion as that 

which begins before the experience starts 

and ends long after it ends means that the 

promotion itself becomes immersive, 

regardless of technology or platform, in the 

sense that it surrounds people and interacts 

with their daily lives for an extended time. 

Coming out from immersion is a very 

important moment for the audience. 

Research conducted by Limina has shown 

that when managed well, this moment can 

feel magical – even cathartic. It is a unique 

moment, but one that shares similarities 

with how you might feel after sport, a yoga 

class, or even leaving a gig after hours of 

dancing. Your audience has carved out a 

moment of their day to borrow a memory – 

to take part in a collective dream, if you will. 

How, then, can we take this further, beyond 

a one-off tick on the ‘experience bucket list’ 

and characterise promotional after-effects?
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"The immersion has finished. And there you are, back in the 

real world. You regain a sense of the room that you’re in, 
the air on your skin, and perhaps even how you feel within."

Adapted from Limina’s mindful audience sequence



At this stage in the immersive sector’s development it is crucial that we move firmly beyond 

novelty or bucket-list status. This chapter of the Bible focuses on the emotional after-effects of 

immersive experiences and how, as a sector, we can harness these after-effects in order to grow 

a stronger audience culture around this new medium. For other media, there are such things as 

film clubs, book groups and theatre societies. We don’t have much of an audience culture yet for 

non-gaming immersive that is distinct from the creator community. In the next few pages we’ll 

therefore explore tactics for how creators can help audiences to develop their own tastes in 

immersive and start to share their experiences. A healthy audience community will lead towards 

a healthy industry community. After all, the audiences of today are the creators of tomorrow.

As with our Bible more generally, we will focus on audience members who are not already 

experienced immersive media consumers. Reaching non-early adopters is vital in reaching 

mainstream culture, and Limina’s research with StoryFutures previously demonstrated that an 

immersive experience for a novice user is different to that of an experienced user. Our approach 

to harnessing emotional after-effects is based on three principles: mood, memory, and merging.

1. MOOD:  BOTTLING  THE  AFTER-EFFECT

Remember the empathy machine? The phrase was used widely circa 2015-2016’s amongst 

industry circles to describe the impact that VR could have on its audiences. Popularised by VR 

maker Chris Milk in his much-cited TED talk37, the concept had some strong proof of working – 

the 360-degree film Clouds Over Sidra was screened to world leaders in 2015’s Davos Forum, 

raising $3.8bn in aid for Syrian refugees. The film was later screened to members of the public 

on the street by UNICEF, doubling public donations. There was huge hype, and whilst there has 

been valid critique of the ‘empathy machine’ concept, it cannot be denied that this particular VR 

film, as well as later ‘empathy machine’ VR films, had a powerful effect on many audiences.

But is immersive media really an empathy machine? Limina’s research, including an audience 

study conducted with StoryFutures, points towards a different way of framing the medium’s 

power. After screening VR to thousands of audience members and discussing it with them 

afterwards, Limina found that immersive media has the potential to be a mood machine. 

Immersive technologies cannot really offer you the experience of living in a refugee camp, but 

virtual or augmented reality can be crafted to elicit powerful emotions and even a mood change. 
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Of all the VR that Limina curated and exhibited, it was found that the most successful shows 

were ones geared towards a particular mood. Limina’s best-selling show, World of Cirque du 

Soleil, was geared towards a buzzing sense of awe, whilst their second most popular show, 

Ocean Body and Mind, was all about achieving a mindful feeling of calm. Similarly, StoryFutures  

found that these two shows elicited some of the strongest indicators of ‘emotional convergence’: 

for World of Cirque du Soleil, 9 out of 10 people felt ‘impressed’, and for Ocean, Body and Mind, 

half of its audience felt ‘reflective’. Limina’s Euella Jackson summed up the mood machine 

capability perfectly right after her first shift at the Limina VR Theatre: ‘This audience is buying 

feelings, not stories.' There is a broad base of research that reaches the same, or at least similar, 

conclusions with regards to immersive media’s ability to affect or enhance someone's mood 

(see Jung et al, 2016).38 It also has a proven capacity to trigger the rare emotion of awe.39.

So if we know that immersive technologies can change an audience’s mood for the better, then 

the sector must develop new strategies for not only communicating but also amplifying mood 

change through how audiences engage with promotional and marketing content. Classic sales 

theory tells us that customers buy products based on the impact it has on their life – based on 

how it makes them feel. This is especially evident in both the beverage market and the perfume 

market. To harness the ‘mood machine’ capability of immersive technologies in marketing, then, 

look at these sector’s adverts for inspiration. This approach worked well for Limina and resulted 

in their most clicked advert image, the Instagram image for Ocean, Body and Mind (below).

Ocean, Body and Mind (Limina Immersive, 2019)
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Below are some further examples of successful mood-changing imagery based on feeling from 

the world of product and consumer marketing. This kind of imagery will not only help to better 

sell the immersive experience in the first place, but it will also help to clarify the particular feeling 

that audiences feel afterwards, helping them to define what it is in order to seek it out again.
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2. MEMORY: REKINDLING THE AFTER-EFFECT

Let us turn the focus to memory. A strong base of research points towards immersive 

content being more memorable that other media forms. A 2018 University of Maryland study, 

for example, found that participants scored at least 10% higher in memory recall ability with a 

VR application than with a traditional desktop display with mouse-based interaction. The 

BBC’s Pop Up VR Tour tells us that most people do not remember facts following an 

immersive experience but rather a sense of place, a feeling. For instance, viewers watching 

Congo VR did not remember facts about the country but many reported an increased interest 

in the country as a result of watching it. The opportunity is there to build on the immersive 

experience by offering supplementary materials that further enforce the memory of it.

Ultimately, all of these ideas are about harnessing that memory to intensify specialness. The 

goal here is to provide post-experience positive reminders that help audiences to treasure that 

moment for longer. How can you capture and extend the feeling of that moment – and do so in 

ways that simultaneously provide an entry point into a bigger world of immersive content?

1. A ‘memories’ campaign, where creators follow up with audience members a month or

so after the experience, encouraging them to share their memories on social media.

2. ‘Exit through the gift shop’: Post-experience merchandise or free totems to keep and

cherish. For example, Limina provided audience members with beautifully designed

postcards. The likes of badges, notebooks, jewellery or screen prints could be sold.

3. Shareable social media content from within the immersive experience. For example, a

selfie opportunity or an AR filter within the virtual world that can be shared afterwards.

If audiences share personalised content from within the experience, every time

someone ‘likes’ it and they get a notification, their positive feelings are reinforced.

4. Mementos created by the audience member within the immersive experience that they

take away with them afterwards. For example, a motto scribbled on a piece of paper

and placed inside their purse or wallet (ready to be stumbled across at a later date).

5. Characters or visuals from the experience itself that step out of the virtual world and

enter the audience’s real-life world in the form of surrounding digital content.

The immersive sector should consider this impact on memory to be something of a secret 

weapon. A further ‘call to action’ could serve to strengthen the memory of the experience 

begun with the VR/AR experience, and in turn guide audiences towards further content. 

Essentially, we can ‘stretch out’ the immersive experience beyond the day that it happens. 

Here are some suggestions for how...
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3. MERGING: BLENDING THE AFTER-EFFECT

The months that follow someone’s first meaningful immersive experience are a key point in 

time when they will either become a regular immersive consumer or they won’t. From the 

individual content creator’s perspective, this window of opportunity can be hard to seize, 

particularly since the sector is still relatively new, so content portfolios are often quite slim. In 

effect, this means that pragmatically there is less ‘next stage’ content to offer audiences.

From an audience perspective, however, there needs to be the feeling of a regular stream of 

new content if immersive experiences are to feel worthy of investing time in, rather than as the 

odd novelty to tick off one’s bucket list. At a mass-market level, the immersive sector must 

position its content as something that is far more habitual, like streaming a TV show on Netflix 

or going to the theatre. One solution, especially for the non-gaming immersive sector where 

mass-market adoption remains comparatively low, is this: generate collaborative, dynamic ways 

of marketing each other’s work; merging the immersive worlds. Everything Immersive does an 

excellent job at aggregating existing and upcoming immersive content, helping to build a central 

guide for audiences interested in this area. But how might the immersive sector take a more 

creative approach to audience-building in ways that embody what VR/AR experiences do best?

What if – when targeting an audience member with a post-experience memento for one 

immersive experience, filled with positive memories and emotions – this piece of promotional 

content could simultaneously direct people to another immersive experience that is yet to 

begin? The memory and change in mood that one may associate with being immersed would 

act as the bridge to the next immersive experience, extending the feeling of immersion into a 

cycle of endings and beginnings. In other words, that which serves as the memento for one 

experience is also the doorway to the next experience, transforming immersion into a state of 

mind for everyday life. Such an approach requires cross-promotional agreements, but at the 

very least can be adopted as part of a single organisation’s strategy. Creators with a similar 

audience can craft something that addresses this opportunity. See the next page for examples.

All of the strategies discussed provide a jumping off point for how the immersive sector can 

address the increasingly pertinent challenge of promoting VR/AR to new audiences. Together 

we can nurture the audience of the future, but in order to do so we must offer next steps for the 

audience of today. In economic terms, harnessing the unique after-effects of immersive 

technologies is one way that true Return on Investment for the sector can be generated.



APPLICATION:   EMOTIONAL AFTER-EFFECTS AS PROMOTIONAL CONTENT

To demonstrate how the above ideas can work in practice, we tested out some examples on 

our case studies, with the mood change triggered by The Invited bottled into a piece of post-

experience promotion that rekindled the memory of that AR experience in such a way as to 

merge with the world of Goliath, guiding audiences towards this new VR experience. Below is 

a sample of what we created – you can explore this work in full at immersivepromotion.com. 

In the next chapter we pull together the insights of the entire Bible and outline the Immersive 

Promotional Strategy Map, our road-map for developing a full immersive promotion strategy.
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7. IMMERSIVE PROMOTION
STRATEGY MAP

Based on the insights of all previous six chapters – spanning academic theory, 

semiotic analysis, sector reports and audience insight data – what follows is 
the Immersive Promotion Strategy Map for marketing VR/AR experiences.  

Immersive is an emerging cultural form, and so its marketing must also recognise that many 

audiences unfamiliar with VR and AR will need more of a runway – a trail of breadcrumbs 

unique to what immersive is and what immersive does best – before taking that unfamiliar 

leap into the whole new world(s) of VR/AR experiences. Our Immersive Promotion Strategy 

Map outlines a road-map for taking audiences on a journey into immersion. Our Map builds on 

the Customer Journey Map developed as part of the UKRI Audience of the Future research.40 

In particular, we have made use of this report’s immersive promotional journey across five 

distinct phases: Awareness, Consideration, Decision, Immersion, and Satisfaction & Loyalty.

Source: The Immersive Audience Journey, Digital Catapult, 2020

Important is that on no single 2D platform can you communicate all required categories and 

dimensions that define a VR/AR experience. However, you can communicate these various 

categories and dimensions across multiple platforms, with all platforms working together to 

communicate and expand a promotional experience across channels. Research shows that the 

practice of crossmedia itself can be a way of immersing audiences, while also encouraging the 

use of familiar and highly accessible marketing forms like social media, trailers and posters.

The Immersive Promotion Strategy Map (pp. 84-85) can be adapted for any VR/AR experience. 

You can explore how we adapted it for the promotional campaigns of Anagram's Goliath, Studio 

McGuire's The Invited and The National Gallery's Virtual Veronese at immersivepromotion.com.
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Immersive Promotion Strategy Map: Phase One

Immersive Promotion Strategy Map: Phase Two
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Immersive Promotion Strategy Map: Phase Three

Immersive Promotion Strategy Map: Phase Five

Immersive Promotion Strategy Map: Phase Four
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Borrowing visual metaphors and grammar from magical realism – a 

genre that goes to the heart of what immersive experiences are – VR's 

multiple worlds affording embodied experiences based on movement 

can be effectively communicated via imagery of windows, doors and 

other gateways. AR’s forming of a magical element on top of the real 

world can be communicated by animating a single part of an otherwise 

static image/video, or layering blended elements on top of each other. 

APPLICATION: THE IMMERSIVE PROMOTION STRATEGY MAP

Immersive promotion must first start with an understanding of not just  

target audience, but also this audience's familiarity with VR or AR, and 

what their interest in such technologies might be. For example, some 

people value immersive’s ability to offer new ways of seeing the world, 

others cherish the way that it brings new connections with other people, 

while others believe that immersive is the most personal of all media. 

Some are drawn to playing or roaming in fantasy spaces, while others 

prefer to watch others as they transcend the borders of their world.

The first phase of the immersive promotion strategy map, Awareness, 

centres on the principle that immersion brings new connections with the 

world, and asks creators to form a magical realism message, one that 

hints at VR/AR’s ability to reveal something new in the world that you 

otherwise cannot see. This first phase is about World, and should focus 

on one of the things that audiences’ value most about immersive: that it 

feels real, and so communicating proximity, scale & space, and multi-

directional sound through accessible media that captures attention.
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The second phase, Consideration, centres on the principle that immersion 

brings new kinds of connection with other people, and asks creators to 

form promotional opportunities for story-living, as well as communicating 

the level of participation required. This second phase is about Audience, 

and should create promotion that communicates immersive’s unique 

sense of audience engagement, such as its embodied sense of freedom. 

The third phase, Decision, centres on the principle that immersion brings 

unique kinds of personal experiences, and asks creators to consider how 

best to reassure audiences as they take a leap of faith into an unknown 

immersive world. This third phase is about Safety, and should create 

totems, i.e. personal objects that feel potentially closer in form to what 

VR or AR will be like, and guide audiences into the VR or AR experience.

The fourth phase, Immersion, is when the audience actually experiences 

the VR or AR content itself. Finally, the fifth phase, Satisfaction & Loyalty, 

centres on the after-effect principles and should aim to keep people 

feeling immersed long after the VR or AR experience has ended. This 

final phase is about immersion as a

state of mind, with the power to

impact mood and memory, and

therefore asks creators to design

post-experience mementos that

bottle mood change and rekindle 

the memory of feeling immersed. 

With an eye firmly on the growth

and development of the immersive sector, this final phase conceives of 

immersive promotion as a mobius strip of extended, blended realities, 

using the memory of one experience to guide audiences to the next.
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