
June 20, 2011
Andrea Estrada

Book by UCSB Psychologist Explores
Emerging Technologies and Virtual
Reality

Virtual reality may seem a phenomenon of 21st-century technology, but, in fact, it
has existed for thousands of years –– since human beings first developed the ability
to imagine. The difference between then and now, however, is that our 21st-century
technology allows us to create virtual environments and human representations that
are functionally indistinguishable from physical reality.

What this means for the future is the topic of a new book by Jim Blascovich,
professor in the Department of Psychological and Brain Sciences at UC Santa
Barbara and co-director and co-founder of the campus's Research Center for Virtual
Environments and Behavior. In "Infinite Reality –– Avatars, Eternal Life, New Worlds,
and the Dawn of the Virtual Revolution" (HarperCollins, 2011), Blascovich examines
how these new developments in digital technologies increase the potential of the
mind.

The book was co-authored by Jeremy Bailenson, a former postdoctoral student at
UCSB and assistant research professor at the Research Center for Virtual
Environments and Behavior. He is currently founding director of Stanford
University's Virtual Human Interaction Laboratory.

https://news.ucsb.edu/author/andrea-estrada
https://www.harpercollins.com/9780062041692/infinite-reality/
https://www.harpercollins.com/9780062041692/infinite-reality/


"Immersion is a state of mind, and virtual reality is a concept that isn't necessarily
tied to any particular technology," Blascovich explained. "It's been around since
storytelling. But every once in a while, there's a media technology development that
creates a paradigm shift." The printing press was one, he noted, as were radio and
television, each of which greatly expanded the reach of human-to-human influence.

"And now there's digital media," Blascovich said. "It allows transmission of
perceptual cues via visual, auditory, touch, and other sensory information that
influence us even though we often aren't even conscious of them." In the book, he
cites a simple telephone call. "I might say I'm talking to Joe, but I'm really talking to
an audio avatar of Joe ó a digital construction of Joe's voice. But we don't even think
that it is a digital construction. The same thing is happening with visual, touch, and
other sensory information. And that's how it's getting with the other senses in terms
of digital, immersive, and virtual kinds of things."

"Infinite Reality" is the first book to detail the science of virtual reality for non-
experts, identifying both the pros and cons of a revolution that is changing our lives.
Citing their own research, Blascovich and Bailenson explore notions of
consciousness, perception, neuroscience, media technology, social interaction, and
popular culture as they pertain to virtual reality and vice versa.

They explore the virtual, including what emerging technologies and their
applications have to say about humans. From timeless philosophical questions of the
self, and concerns about the future of personal interaction; to our quest for
knowledge, new experiences, and deeper perspectives; to all of our intentions ––
honest or nefarious; virtual reality is simply an unbound extension of humanity, and
its latest forms will soon be seamlessly integrated into our lives, the authors say.

As a media technology, even immersive virtual reality has existed for several
decades –– think flight simulators and military training. However, even less
immersive technologies can be very impactful, as evidenced by social networking
and tweeting. These less immersive digital technologies have seen explosive growth
because they allow people to easily share experiences virtually, according to
Blascovich.

"It's really powerful," he said of the new technologies and the virtual experiences
they provide. "But there is a yin and yang to it. One of the yangs is increased
addiction." According to "Infinite Reality," the big four virtual reality addictions are



video game playing, gaming and gambling, social networking, and sex. Society is
going to have to deal with these and other negative consequences of the new
technologies, Blascovich noted.
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The University of California, Santa Barbara is a leading research institution that also
provides a comprehensive liberal arts learning experience. Our academic community
of faculty, students, and staff is characterized by a culture of interdisciplinary
collaboration that is responsive to the needs of our multicultural and global society.
All of this takes place within a living and learning environment like no other, as we
draw inspiration from the beauty and resources of our extraordinary location at the
edge of the Pacific Ocean.
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