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CONSERVATION
Virtual Reality 

REALITY 
CHECK
Virtual reality is helping humans experience the natural 
world like never before. But can it convince us to protect it?

by Harriet Constable
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CONSERVATION
Virtual Reality You simply need to don a headset to 

be plunged into the heart of one of the 
planet’s most dramatic wildlife events

I am standing in the soft, golden plains of 
Kenya’s Maasai Mara, alone but for two lionesses, just 
a metre or so away, who are greedily eyeing me up. I 
have that nasty feeling that something is behind me, 
and I spin around to see their sister creeping through 
the pale blades of grass in my direction. ‘The last thing 
their prey will ever see is this,’ a voice in my head says 
ominously. Heart pounding, the lioness bares her 
terrifying teeth and suddenly I am inside her mouth.

A moment later the ordeal is over, and I am among 
the soft moos of several thousand wildebeest. I wait 
with the herd for one of us to break from the pack, 
bomb into the water and catalyse a frantic rush to the 
lush grasses on the opposite banks of the Mara River. 
One brave soul takes the leap, but now I watch like 
a bird from above. A silent crocodile glides hungrily 
toward the panicking wildebeest. I soar over as they 
kick up plumes of dust and crash awkwardly into the 
deep, rushing water where she waits.

This is the great migration, a natural phenomenon 
that sees 1.7 million wildebeest journey from Tanzania’s 

Serengeti into Kenya’s Maasai Mara and back each year, 
and I’m experiencing it in virtual reality (VR), sitting  
in an office in Johannesburg.

Produced by Habitat, a South African production 
company, Exodus: The Great Migration, is one of 
many wildlife stories now being told in virtual 
reality. Viewers need to simply don a headset to be 
plunged into the heart of one of the planet’s most 
dramatic wildlife events. Yet CEO Ulrico Grech-
Cumbo believes Habitat’s content is not just for 
entertainment, but can also encourage humans to act 
in a more environmentally friendly way by engaging 
us emotionally. ‘There is a brain hack that happens, it 
convinces people they are actually there. It’s pulling the 
wool – or the headset – over their eyes,’ he says.

UNREAL ENGINES
There’s certainly a need for content that can entice 
real-world change in destructive human activity. A 
2016 report by the World Wildlife Fund says human-
induced habitat loss and degradation caused a 58 per 
cent decline in all mammals, birds, reptiles, amphibians 
and fish between 1970 and 2012. ‘We could witness a 
two-thirds decline in the half-century from 1970 to 
2020 unless we act now to reform our food and energy 
systems and meet global commitments on addressing 
climate change, protecting biodiversity and supporting 
sustainable development,’ the report warns.

Much of this we have known for decades: the New 

York Times first covered the effects of climate change 
in 1956, for instance, but progress on implementing 
fixes to these issues has been slow. It certainly felt 
terrifying when I was being eaten by a lioness, but can 
VR actually inspire humans to think and act differently 
when it comes to saving the planet?

Yes, according to Jeremy Bailenson. 17,000km away 
from Habitat’s Johannesburg office, he runs Stanford 
University’s Virtual Human Interaction Lab, where his 
team spends its weeks proving that experiencing events 
in VR can translate into real life action.

In one example, Sun Joo Ahn, a graduate student 
of Bailenson’s, turned Stanford students into loggers. 
During the exercise participants entered a virtual forest 
filled with trees, birds and foliage. Looking down they 
saw their virtual arms wearing the sleeves of a logging 
jacket, gloves, and holding a chainsaw (which they 
could feel in real life through the use of a motorised 
handle). They were instructed to approach a nearby tree 
and cut it down. The chainsaw roared to life and, after 
a couple of minutes, it fell. The birds fled and the forest 
turned silent. All that remained was the tree stump and 
the felled tree lying woefully on the ground. ‘It was a 
powerful simulation of an event that exists far outside 
of the lived experience of most people, reinforced 
by audio, visual, and even physical touch feedback,’ 
Bailenson reports in his book Experience on Demand.

Those in the experiment were then told that, 

over a lifetime, their personal use of non-recycled 
toilet paper would cause the felling of two full-
sized trees much like the one they had just downed. 
Having completed the VR exercise, and thinking the 
experiment over, the participants headed for the exit. 
As they walked out, Sun Joo Ahn mock-accidentally 
knocked over a glass of water and asked the subjects 
to help her by cleaning up the spill. ‘Those who 
participated in the virtual tree-cutting used 20 per 
cent fewer napkins than subjects who only read a 
description of tree-cutting,’ Bailenson concludes.

In another example, Bailenson wanted to see if he 
could get people to engage with the impact of climate 
change on the world’s oceans. Ocean acidification 
is not a particularly gripping subject for the average 
viewer – it involves the gradual decrease in the ocean’s 
pH levels due to high amounts of carbon dioxide in 
the atmosphere, which causes coral bleaching and the 
eventual death of coral reefs. But by having his subjects 
‘become’ the coral – seeing, hearing and even feeling 
the experience from the coral’s perspective, his team 
was able to create an ‘interconnection between the self 
and nature [and] greater perceptions of imminence of 
the environmental risk’ among participants, according 
to the 2016 findings report.

Bailenson likens the experience to what astronauts 
have called the ‘Overview Effect’ – the sudden, 
pressing realisation of the fragility of the Earth that 

By becoming ‘active’ in the experience, 
the hope is that VR films such as Exodus: 
Amur Falcons will have a more lasting 
impact on viewers

VR documentary filming 
gives viewers a new way to 
encounter wildlife events 
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occurs when our planet is seen from space. Apollo 14 
astronaut Edgar Mitchell described it as, ‘an instant 
global consciousness… From out there on the Moon, 
international politics looks so petty. You want to grab 
a politician by the scruff of the neck and drag him a 
quarter of a million miles out and say, “Look at that, 
you son of a bitch,” he says. By giving participants a 
fundamentally different perception of the issue of dying 
coral reefs using VR, Bailenson was able to bring home 
the message of climate change in a visceral way.

HIDDEN BENEFITS
It’s not just in relation to climate change and recycling 
that Bailenson believes VR can make a positive 
impact. He argues that it could reduce the effects of 
overtourism in fragile habitats such as wild lands 
or ancient cities, lead to the abolition of zoos and 
aquariums (why see a shark through a glass wall when 
you can be the shark?), or even decrease the effects of 
consumerism as humans begin to engage more and 
more with virtual worlds, opting to buy goods there.

To an extent this is already something humans are 
used to. Companies make millions of real dollars every 
year selling everything from dog food to lingerie in 
virtual world games such as Farmville and Second Life. 
‘In 2010, Zynga [the company that owns Farmville] 
made $575million in revenue off the sale of virtual 
goods. Selling virtual milk bottles to feed virtual baby 
animals is apparently lucrative,’ says Bailenson.

Big players in the worlds of conservation are now 
jumping on the bandwagon, and seeing VR as an 
opportunity to capture hearts and minds. In March 
2018, non-governmental organisation Conservation 
International launched My Africa, a VR film that 
demonstrates, ‘a path forward for saving the miracle 
that is Africa – the last place on Earth where significant 
numbers of the world’s largest land animals still roam,’ 
according to CEO Dr M Sanjayan. By transporting 
viewers to Kenya to walk among the wildlife, the film 
aims to tangibly demonstrate what is at risk of being 
lost and create advocates for conservation.

There’s a financial benefit to creating natural world 
content too. In 2018, Google and the BBC teamed  
up to launch BBC Earth: Life in VR: California Coast.  
‘Organisations such as Google are trying to find 
mainstream audiences and bring them to their 
platforms,’ says Phil Stuart, creative director of 
PRELOADED, the London game studio that developed 
Life in VR in collaboration with BBC Studios. Natural 
history certainly ticks the ‘mainstream appeal’ box, 
judging by the stunning success of programmes such 
as Blue Planet II, the UK’s most watched programme of 
2017. The series also created a surge of interest in the 
current and future state of life in our oceans. A win for 
Google, the BBC, and the planet.

In BBC Earth: Life in VR: California Coast, viewers 
get closer to the action than ever before: coming 
face-to-face with sea otters, experiencing life at a 
microscopic scale, and diving into the depths of 
the ocean with sperm whales. Although completely 
animated, the content is based on hundreds of hours 

of research to exactly replicate events as if in real life, 
from the changes in the colour of the ocean as you dive 
down, to the movements of the sea otter. The team 
focused on making the content authentic and original 
for viewers: ‘We asked ourselves, what can VR do that 
TV can’t? We played with scale, so you can become 
microscopic, or experience dangerous moments where 
you’re eaten by a sperm whale that you could never 
[film] in real life,’ says Stuart.

Using ‘six degrees of freedom’ technology, in which 
the headset monitors the user’s movement and links up 
the visuals, participants not only move up, down, left 
and right, but can also lean forward and back in the 
experience, creating a heightened sense of emotion and 
connection with the virtual underwater world. Viewers 
go from being ‘passive observers to active participants,’ 
according to Stuart. It’s technology fitting of Steven 
Spielberg’s 2018 sci-fi movie Ready Player One, in 

which users jump aboard an omnidirectional treadmill 
to explore a virtual world. These gadgets are already 
being produced in the real world and, with time, users 
will be able to walk and run in any direction within VR 
content, choosing their own story along the way.

WIDER REACH
So, the content attracts and engages viewers, and the 
technology is cool. But can it help conserve species in 
the real world? ‘Education is the best way to engender 
behaviour change,’ says Stuart. ‘The most powerful 
education is learning through doing and being 
invested in an experience. VR is a powerful medium 
to transport people to places they can’t go in real life 
and visualise things they couldn’t [normally see].’ 
Reminding viewers that the ocean is a living, breathing, 
inspiring space can make them think about the 
consequences of their actions, he believes.

One of the biggest challenges now facing VR content 
is distribution. Watching requires a VR headset: 
something that many people don’t have access to. One 
solution is Google Cardboard – a simple cardboard 
head mount that can be cheaply printed and widely 
distributed. Video streaming platforms such as 
YouTube now support 360-degree video, and VR apps 
are available even on cheap smartphones. If scaled 
globally, there’s potential to democratise knowledge 
and learning: humans having access to experiences 
that even money can’t buy in real life. ‘Most people will 
never go to the coast of California and dive with sea 
otters. This is about reaching many millions rather than 
a small handful of privileged people,’ says Stuart.

Reaching the people that matter is something South 
Africa’s Habitat is focusing on with its next project, 
Exodus: Amur Falcons. The documentary follows the 
migration of the Amur falcon bird from the wide-open 
plains of Mongolia, 22,000km across the globe in the 
longest over-ocean flight of any bird, to the surprising 
destination of a line of trees outside a strip mall in 
Newcastle, a mining town in South Africa. Along the 
way the falcons stop in Nagaland, India, where locals 
catch them in their hundreds of thousands using 
huge nets, rip off their feathers while still alive, dip 
them in boiling oil and sell them at market. Netting 
significantly impacts species numbers, and every year 
conservationists try to stop the practice.

Habitat plans to distribute the documentary locally 
so it can be used as a tool to educate the community, 
gain empathy and encourage the locals to help protect 
the birds. ‘I believe to a large degree that if humans are 
given the information they will self regulate,’ he says. 
‘With VR we can show them things they could never 
see. You can’t fly with falcons, but technology is helping 
us explain these things. You can embody what these 
animals are experiencing – you’re one of them.’ l
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