Data Collection Notice for Research Project:

Immersive Encounters – Digital Transformation of Body, Identity and Intimacy in Social VR
This data is collected in the public interest as part of the research project Immersive Encounters-, conducted by PhD candidate Ilker Bahar, under the supervision of Professor Dr. Misha Kavka and Associate Professor Dr. Toni Pape at the University of Amsterdam, ASCA Research School.

Purpose of the research project 

             With recent advancements in augmented reality (AR) and virtual reality (VR) technologies, social VR platforms offer users unprecedented opportunities to interact, communicate, and create in a shared digital space. VRChat, launched in 2014 and now used by millions worldwide, is a prominent example where users engage in diverse activities such as gaming, attending events, and forming friendships, romantic partnerships, or sexual relationships. This study aims to investigate the social and cultural dynamics of VRChat by exploring how specific avatar aesthetics, such as "cute," e-boy, and e-girl styles, along with social interactions like head patting, cuddling, and erotic role play, influence relationships and community dynamics.  By engaging with participants from different communities, it will seek to collect insights about what kinds of new intimacies and relationships are fostered in VR spaces and how avatars and immersive technologies shape users’ bodily perception and identity formation. To this aim, the researcher will conduct digital ethnography from December 2024 to December 2027, where he will actively interact, create, and share experiences with people thanks to immersion in the platform with a Meta Quest 3 VR headset and Slime body trackers. In addition, the researcher will conduct audio-recorded interviews via Microsoft Teams and a few audio-recorded focus groups in the platform for which separate informed consent will be obtained. The findings from this study will contribute to journal articles and a PhD dissertation, aiming to advance our understanding of social interaction and identity in virtual environments.

What data is collected? 

        During the digital ethnography on the VRChat platform, taking place from December 2024 to December 2027, the researcher will collect the following personal details: VRChat & Discord usernames, age, gender, country of residence, and information related to sexual behavior and orientation. For audio-recorded interviews and focus groups, participants will be required to sign informed consent forms. However, due to the nature of participant observation in VRChat platform, it will not be feasible to obtain written consent from every user encountered. This data collection notice is provided to inform VRChat users. A hyperlink to this document will be included in the bio section of the researcher’s VRChat and Discord accounts for public awareness.

Confidential treatment of data

           The information gathered over the course of this research will be used for further analysis and scientific publications only. Personal details will not be used in these publications without pseudonymization, and the research participants will remain anonymous under all circumstances. The data gathered during the research will be pseudonymized and stored separately from the personal details. Access to personal data will be restricted to the researcher and the supervisors, and any personally identifiable data will be securely stored on cloud services provided by SURF in the Netherlands. Pseudonymized data will be stored for a period of 10 years. The personal data will only be stored as long as is necessary for the research and will be deleted as soon as possible.




Further information 

          For further information on the research project, please contact Ilker Bahar, phone number: +32 491 638 522; e-mail: i.bahar@uva.nl; postal address: Postbus 94550 1090 GN Amsterdam/Netherlands. If you have any complaints regarding this research project, you can contact the secretary of the Ethics Committee of the Faculty of Humanities of the University of Amsterdam, commissie-ethiek-fgw@uva.nl, phone number: +31 20 – 525 3054; Binnengasthuisstraat 9, 1012 ZA Amsterdam. 
