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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

This work proposes examining the social virtual reality (VR) platform, VRChat (VRChat, 2014) as a
contemporary site of online avatar embodiment for the furry fandom, and through doing so contribute to
the growing discussions around this platform as a site of potential social connectedness (Deighan et al,
2023), examinations in terms of embodiment and immersion (Asshoff, 2022), or as discussed via
experimentation with avatars as a form of identity formation (Montemorano, 2020), among others. Whilst
some might argue that VRChat is not a video game, if we draw upon the advanced topography of games
outlined by Aarseth et al. (2003), VRChat fulfils the criteria of being a video game as a 1%t person,
multiplayer game with dynamic environments and infinite teleology and therefore worthy of examination
through this lens.

Alongside the discussions above around VRChat, and as hinted with Asshoff’s work, is the link between
embodiment and immersion — the latter of which is greatly contested in academia. For instance, Brown
and Cairns (2004) are drawn upon for their model on the different stages of immersion; engagement,
engrossment, and total immersion in many works about video games (Jennett, et al., 2008; Michailidis, et
al., 2018). This model of immersion does fail to acknowledge the differences in modes of involvement
with the game texts (Ermi and Mayra, 2005), which arguably leads to an arguable lack of universality to
their claims. However, there are elements of this model that have been built upon that are prudent to use
in the examination of VR games.
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A particular discursive point Brown and Cairns’ statement that the highest stage of immersion results in
‘participants describ[ing] being cut off from reality and detachment to such an extent that the game was
all that mattered’ (2004: 1299). This total immersion is described as a fleeting experience, and it is the
player’s level of attention that is the primary cause of distraction from this state. Given the encompassing
nature of the technology used for VR games, it could be argued that there is less capacity for distraction
with this mode of involvement. As such, there is a possibility that an examination of VRChat — and VR
games generally — could provide the opportunity to analyse this “highest stage” in a less fleeting fashion.

The furry fandom has been chosen as the community to be studied in this regard due to the status of the
group as a predominantly online community. Although it has its beginnings in sci-fi conventions of the
1960s and 70s, the community has actively embraced various advancements in online communication.
This began with the adoption of Multi-User Construction Kits (MUCKs) in the 1990s to communicate with
each other online via text and was also an early example of the community embodying their fursonas —
anthropomorphic animal avatars - through descriptive text. The next leap for the community was Second
Life (Linden Lab, 2003), which then allowed for the community to further embody their fursonas and now
visually, however through a third person perspective.

Furthermore, the furry fandom is distinct in that a large percentage of the community interact with each
other via these avatars. This allows the placing of this potential examination outside the previous works
discussed on VRChat as these previously discussed this embodiment within the platform without
specifically including the personal attachments to the avatars as a key factor. This runs contrary to the
furry fandom who often see their fursona as either an extension of themselves or an ideal self. So, as and
initial observations, VRChat could be the next stage in this ongoing embodiment for the furry fandom,
especially given the game’s flexibility in customisation of avatars and the potential for this customisation
to build immersion with players (Ting, 2010).

This customisation allows the player to create — or have created by request to an artist —a 3D model of
their fursona in which they can place themselves where multi-media technologies substitute interactions
with the outside world (Herbelin, at al., 2016). In VRChat, this not only comprises of the physical
interactions with the game world through the technology itself, but through the documented use of body
language and non-verbal communication between people with gesticulations being used during
interactions or, as Asshoff (2022) states, the mimicry of the behaviours through the replication of physical
action to digital action. It should be highlighted here that the levels of embodiment experienced will differ
between the full VR and non-VR desktop modes of the game, however this does not negate the proposed
direction of this work.

Wider implications and goals of this future work would be further interrogation of VRChat as a site of
embodiment for players of the game and to highlight the increased immersive capabilities of this game as
a potential site for Brown and Cairns (2004) proposed state of “total immersion”. Also, as mentioned
earlier, this would work to fill the gap in literature on VRChat in that it proposes looking at a specific
community that arguably uniquely uses embodiment compared to the previous investigations into
identity generation and immersion. Furthermore, this work would contribute to the currently scant
literature studying VRChat and the far lower amount of academic works examining the furry fandom, furry
media and furry video games.
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