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Executive summary

Remember when it seemed Virtual Reality (VR) and Augmented Reality (AR) were just
around the corner? Then they weren’t?
Well, it’s finally happening, but this time, it’s labelled XR — Extended Reality. Apple and
Microsoft are working on headsets that will be more user-friendly than the clunky
ones we remember from the last decade. And Facebook changed its name to Meta
for a reason.
The next phase of the Internet is coming. And news media companies need to
prepare.
During a series of six master classes, INMA, partnering with Meta, dug into the nitty
gritty of XR.
In “The Opportunities and Blueprint of XR for Media,” we share what we learned
during the sessions:
l XR’s specific benefits and opportunities as related to the news media

industry.
l How to explain XR to readers.
l Specific tools media companies can use that cost less than an iPhone in

some cases.
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l Why media companies should give platforms like Snapchat another look.
l And yet, with all of this, publishers must remember the story matters more

than the platform.
One big takeaway: All this technology is much more affordable these days.
During the master class, presenters spent a lot of time on what AR brings to news.
Zillah Watson, who has created award-winning content for the BBC, said AR is going
to transform the way we navigate the world. She also shared her thoughts on VR.
One key learning: VR headsets are still a hassle for users. So VR content must be
spectacular to be worth the effort.
Watson also spoke of the ethical considerations of XR. The platforms can be so real,
a journey to a particularly impactful setting can traumatise viewers if not handled
properly. And anything that involves high-tech equipment starts with the problem
of inequality. News media companies will have to figure out how to make XR news
accessible.
Raymond Soto, senior director of emerging tech at Gannett/USA Today Network,
shared a detailed look at how the U.S. media company is succeeding with AR:
l Creating experiences like its Flatten the Curve game-like production.
l Onboarding users with the technology.
l Experimenting.

“The future of journalism is immersive, interactive, and 3D,” Soto said.
XR consultant Stephen Shaw brought attention to two tipping points. The first in 2014
when Meta (then Facebook) acquired Oculus, which led to the first wave of VR. And
the second, which is the imminent release of Apple’s VR headset.
The commercial opportunities with XR are real. The technology is ripe. And the
tipping point is coming. “The Opportunities and Blueprint of Extended Reality (XR) for
Media” is a primer for any news media company that wants to be ready. n
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CHAPTER 1

Introduction

In 2015, I started working at a Virtual Reality (VR) studio in Los Angeles with Nonny
de la Peña, dubbed “the godmother of VR” by such publications as Forbes, Engadget,
and The Guardian. She was one of the founders of VR, creating experiences such as
“Hunger in LA” as early as 2012.
It was an exciting time as the first VR headsets came onto the market. Several of the
large news media companies — the BBC, The Guardian, The New York Times — set
up VR studios and started creating bodies of work. One day during this time I was
standing outside the office with a colleague playing Pokemon Go on our mobile
phones. It was the first time I actually used Augmented Reality (AR) in my daily life.
But then VR didn’t quite get the traction this early cohort was expecting. The headsets
remained clunky, needing tethers to high-end computers plus plenty of floor space.
The software was expensive, and the audience just wasn’t there. Most of those early
projects closed or massively scaled down.
But things have changed in leaps and bounds since then. Let’s take humans as an
example. In 2015, creating humans in XR was tough. Everything was created from
scratch — which was an enormous task. Just think about how difficult it is to produce
a head of hair! This led to characters coming across a little cartoon-like, detracting
from the experience.
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Today's sophisticated techniques allow developers to auto-generate "humans" that are hard to distinguish
from the real thing.

Through a lot of software development and machine learning, humans can now be
auto-generated down to the last hair. You may not even recognise the real vs. the
fake. Software provider Unreal coined the term metahumans for the “humans”
they have created. And there is an Instagram account with 3 million followers for
Los Angeles-based Miquela who is, you guessed it, a robot.
Aside from the software, what else is different in 2022?
l The hardware is becoming more accessible at a few hundred dollars, not a

few thousand.
l Headsets are standalone, which means no high-end computer is needed, nor

are there cumbersome wires.
l Creation of AR and VR is ubiquitous.
l AR is built into social platforms such as Snapchat and Instagram.

And no, most people reading this won’t have a headset at work or home. But soon
you will. The tipping point is coming.
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At the time of writing, Apple is rumoured to be launching its headset later in 2022.
Early images have already been leaked. Microsoft announced that it will be working
toward a metaverse future. And Facebook changed its name to Meta, betting that the
future is the metaverse, and it wants to lead the technology and the conversation.
It’s not just Meta, Apple, and Facebook that are putting bets on the metaverse. In fact,
Mark Zuckerberg was far from the first leader to talk about this; look at the tweet
below. This is from Fortnite’s creative director in 2019.

The metaverse was already being explored by Fortnite's creative director in 2019.
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Zuckerberg has, however, stitched everything together into a strong narrative to
bring the company to the forefront of the conversation. In the announcement of the
name change, he told the story. He showed us what life could be like in the not-toodistant future. Since then, many companies have announced plans for the metaverse,
including Disney.
So why are we putting this report together now? Because the news industry needs
to start preparing for these new technologies and the next phase of the Internet. We
need to start building the skillsets internally so we can meet the needs and maybe
even have a small library of content when that tipping point comes.
We don’t yet know what that means for news, but here are a couple of scenarios:
l Bringing a war zone to life: A war zone like the one we’re seeing today in

Ukraine is difficult to fully imagine unless you’ve experienced it firsthand.
But decent 360 cameras already cost less than an iPhone. And if headsets
become more manageable, perhaps we find ourselves sitting in the middle
of this war zone. Suddenly, news is literally brought to life. This could be the
same for protests.
l New York Times and January 6 riots: Speaking of protests, The New York

Times did an incredible job stitching together all the social media material
to take us through what happened at the U.S. Capitol in January 2021. If we
already had 360 footage and widespread use of headsets, we may have been
able to literally walk through.
l Moon landings: There are many similar scenarios: Moon landings. All the

travel to space that we see by the billionaires right now — we could virtually
go there, too. How about travel in general using XR? That would make quite
a supplement. The same goes for cooking lessons in your home. Or being at
a sports event. Or shopping for fashion and design.
l News anchors as holograms: Or perhaps our news anchors are holograms

that sit at the breakfast table and give us the morning headlines. It’s not as
crazy as it sounds.
The words and images in this report — based on a six-session master class,
How Newsrooms Can Creatively Use and Report on XR, in partnership with Meta
— can’t do justice to the visual and immersive nature of XR, but we hope that it will
inspire you and give you some practical information to get started. n
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CHAPTER 2

Setting the scene

The first of six sessions from our master class, How Newsrooms Can Creatively Use
and Report on XR, tackled the topic of how to talk about XR with news audiences.
Laura Hertzfeld, the former director of Yahoo’s XR Partner Program and now a
freelance storytelling innovation executive, detailed some of the incredible benefits
of using XR in newsrooms. She says none of it, though, will work if companies aren’t
ready to act on new technology when it arrives. For example, can you take an existing
3D image and put it in the story?
“That’s really about changing how you think about content for your graphics editors,”
Hertzfeld said. “Not scaring anybody with building all this 3D content, but what’s
available and how can you change that workflow to think about incorporating more
3D into your site.”

A. XR benefits and opportunities
Three of the primary benefits she presented were:
1. Reader engagement: One of the most compelling benefits Hertzfeld has seen
in the XR projects she’s worked on is that it leads to greater time spent, which
leads to more content consumed and an increase in revenue.
2. Opportunities for sponsored content and advertising integration. “If you
keep up with this for storytelling, it also offers opportunities to add sponsored
content and add new experiences for advertisers,” Hertzfeld said.
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3. Tech knowledge. XR also helps producers stay on top of new technology and
prepare for the future: “I do think news organisations sometimes feel like they
get burned when they do a heavy investment up front and then they’re scared
to reinvest again,” Hertzfeld said. “No one knows what they’re doing at this
point, so it’s trial and error. There are some low-impact and low-investment
ways to see what might work for your newsroom.”
As far as minimal investment, Hertzfeld said there are plenty of 3D asset libraries
making it easy to grab items to put into stories. She also recommended training teams
on photogrammetry using an iPhone. Photogrammetry allows you to take hundreds
of pictures of an object and put them together to make a 3D version of the object.
Hertzfeld is also a big fan of QR codes and said they’re a way to share stories more
broadly.
“I can even imagine a QR sticker campaign for a series of stories you were doing out
there in the community,” Hertzfeld said. “It doesn’t have to be immersive but thinking
of ways to market your content in new and innovative ways.”
She also recommended a few ways to incorporate XR that will take a bit more of an
investment but aren’t outrageously expensive.

QR codes provide publishers with a way to share stories more broadly.
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“Audio is really where I see an opportunity in that mid-range. I think a lot of your
organisations are already doing podcasts and audio experiments,” Hertzfeld said. “If
you have great audio producers, I guarantee you they are interested and thinking
about what they can do in different ways with audio content.”
Media teams also could create their own original 3D objects. For newsrooms that
don’t have someone on staff who does this, Hertzfeld recommended using freelance
3D artists.
There’s also an opportunity for newsrooms to build out immersive content like special
filters on Instagram and Snapchat that relate back to content on their Web site, she
said: “Spark AR is what Snapchat and Instagram use, and there are a lot of developers
out there who can help you create content for those platforms.”

DEFINING REALITY
XR, or Extended Reality, is the all-encompassing term used to talk about immersive learning
technologies like VR, AR, and MR. Freelance storytelling innovation executive Laura Hertzfeld
broke it down for INMA members:
l

Virtual Reality is where you put yourself in a headset and take out the existing
environment around you. “So you are blocked off from the world, you have the headset
on, and you are really interacting with a virtual environment in the headset,” Hertzfeld
said.

l

Augmented Reality takes a 3D object or something animated and puts it in your actual
space. If you’ve ever gone on a Web site that allows you to upload a photo and see
what different furniture, flooring, or paint colours look like inside your home, you’ve
experienced AR. “If you’ve put a filter on your Instagram, you’ve done AR. If you’ve
played Pokemon Go, you’ve experienced AR,” Hertzfeld said.

l

The definition of Mixed Reality is more fluid right now, but it represents how you can
use both a headset and real life and bring them together. “[It’s] what Mark Zuckerburg
talks about as far as meetings in the metaverse. If we were on Zoom and we could all
feel like we were in the same room, what would that really be like?”

Hertzfeld believes the world is getting close to reaching this point and VR glasses — which are
getting more advanced by the minute — will be a part of it.
“I think for journalism, it’s important to think about MR as paying attention to what’s going on
in this space and staying on top of it and understanding how are all these stories we’re trying to
tell going to live in the next version of this?”
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For newsrooms looking to go all in on XR technology, there are examples of narrative,
long-form VR content. It’s a huge time and financial investment, Hertzfeld said, but
the payout could be big.
“If you have a story that warrants it, it might be worth it,” she said. Newsrooms can
also start exploring new platforms like the metaverse.

B. Explaining XR to readers
Once they start experimenting with XR, newsrooms might struggle with how to
explain it to users. Hertzfeld cautioned to stay away from using tech terms: “Your
audience doesn’t need to know something is Augmented Reality or Mixed Reality or
whatever you’re calling it internally.”
Instead, be creative and use language that will tell people you’re doing something
new without alienating them.
“You know you’re doing something cool,” she said. “How do you tell the audience it’s
cool without being so tied to those technical terms?”

It's critical for media companies to create guidelines on how they'll introduce XR to their readers.
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Media companies will get much farther instructing audiences about what to do, using
words they understand like “see this in 3D” or “put this in your space.”
She suggested making a tutorial for users who likely don’t yet know what they’re
doing and make it fun and creative, like a game, to keep them engaged.
“One of the learnings is really being able to tie the piece that you’re doing quite
directly to whatever the larger story is,” Hertzfeld said.
She shared a list of a few of her favourite recent projects:
l How to Dress for Space, The Washington Post
l Caste in California, The Los Angeles Times
l The March, Time Magazine

Hertzfeld recommended newsrooms team up with a community partner that they
can collaborate with on a bigger project. Options include a non-profit organisation, a
technology company, or even another news organisation. n
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CHAPTER 3

Tools and
technologies to get
started
Building fully immersive Virtual Reality experiences takes know-how and investment.
Yet getting started in Extended Reality (XR) can be cheap: The top two 360-degree
cameras recommended by Digital Camera World cost half the price of a new iPhone.
Robert Hernandez, digital journalist professor at the University of Southern California,
explained how those who are keen to start experimenting in XR can understand the
technologies available and what each offers.
In his classroom, most students are also starting from scratch when it comes to XR.
“That’s where we still are in terms of technology in the industry,” he said.
While 360-degree video isn’t fully XR, what matters is the user’s experience with VR —
and 360 can be the perfect place to start.
Hernandez said he is always looking for the next technology that might disrupt
journalism: “What might be the next printing press for our industry?”

A. 6 key apps for experiencing XR
He pointed out six apps that are important for experiencing XR:
l YouTube
l Snapchat
l Instagram
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l The New York Times
l Google Street View
l Polycam

Hernandez focused primarily on the first three, urging INMA members to “dust off”
Snapchat and give it a try to understand the reality of XR and what is possible with it.
“We know that a variety of different news organisations have been producing
immersive experiences,” he said.
At USC, Hernandez runs a hackathon-style course called JOVRNALISM (pronounced
joe-ver-nal-ism), which he created in 2015. Since then, he and his students have
worked with many news organisations and tech companies. The tech companies
often don’t understand the idea of content creation, he said, let alone the idea of
using their technology for journalism.
The role of Hernandez and his students is to prototype these connections between
news and tech companies to create immersive experiences. Their work has won
several Webby and journalism awards.

Having the right apps in place is essential for creating and consuming quality immersive experiences.
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B. Tools for Virtual Reality
One example of Hernandez’s work is a five-part VR experience created by him and
his students about people deported from the United States to Mexico. The Deported:
Life Beyond the Border used 360-degree video to create an immersive experience
that allows users to look around the video and choose where they want to go.
“When we think of Virtual Reality, we think of high-end headsets and those types of
things,” Hernandez said. “People think they can’t afford it, but this type of storytelling
is available to you now through existing technology that you and your consumers
already have.”
He explained the difference between 360 video and true Virtual Reality.

The five-part VR experience The Deported: Life Beyond the Border became used 360-degree video to create
an immersive experience.
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“360 video is a bubble that forms around you. So if I step forward, that bubble is going
to move forward. I can’t get closer to those trees. But in true Virtual Reality, those
trees are anchored in space, and I can get closer to them.”
Even though 360 video is not “true” VR, Hernandez said it has a place: “This is
compelling storytelling. It’s an incredible opportunity, a tool in our toolbox that helps
our journalism resonate on a much deeper and effective level.”
The distribution of 360 video is also much easier than VR, without the need for
expensive headsets. Videos can be distributed via YouTube and Facebook/Meta, to
name a couple, and accessibility is easier. Many 360-degree cameras are also very
affordable; Hernandez recommended Insta360 and GoPro Max, with the former
offering the additional benefit of photo options and social sharing.
He also shared several tools that can be used along with them:
l Panorama 360
l Google Street View
l Thinglink
l VeeR VR Editor
l Scene VR

These tools are all free except Panorama 360, which is an app that is free to install
and has a business plan that costs US$10 per month.

C. Tools for Augmented Reality
AR is a live direct or indirect view of a physical, real-world environment whose
elements are augmented (or supplemented) by computer-generated sensory input
such as sound, video, graphics, or GPS data.
AR is more likely where the future lies, Hernandez said, because VR blocks the real
world from the user’s view and replaces it with the virtual world. They are leaving one
world for another, in other words. With AR, on the other hand, the user stays present
in their reality but it is augmented. AR is tied with the smartphone to use, as well,
whereas VR requires a headset.
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He recommended tools to create AR experiences:
l Autodesk Maya
l Unreal Engine
l Cinema 4D
l eyesCloud 3D
l Unity

“So, how does Augmented Reality turn into journalism?” Hernandez asked. To answer,
he shared an example of photogrammetry.
“This isn’t an artist's interpretation or a drawing of a location — this is that boat.
Those are the actual ruins. It’s based on photos taken from these places, run through
expensive software and outputs a 3D model. It’s a photograph come to life that you
can step into; you can even 3D print if you want to.”
This is also a great technology because it allows journalists to tap into skill sets they
already have rather than those they don’t. And while the software to do this was once
expensive, costs have dropped dramatically.

Photogrammetry allows journalists to bring a photo to life.
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D. Journalism via Snapchat
This social media app is typically thought of as something that celebrities and young
people use to put funny filters on themselves.
“What does that have to do with journalism?” Hernandez asked. “Well, they have a free
application called Snapchat Lens Studio that allows you to create those face filters,
but the technology is really advanced.”
He and his JOVRNALISM students used this app to approach journalism in a different
way. In a reporting project that told the stories of homeless people living in tents,
they used photogrammetry to create a 3D rendering of the tent homes. They then
used Snapchat Lens Studio to superimpose hotspots that users could click on for
interactive experiences.

An example of the photogrammetry used to make a 3D rendering of a tent home.
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(To view and experience this, look up Homeless Reality by JOVRNALISM on
Snapchat. From there, the user can physically walk around the 3D model of Jennifer’s
tent, for example, to experience how it feels to live like her.)
Hernandez has made the template on how to do this available for free.
By distributing such journalism projects on Snapchat, media organisations have both
accessibility and distribution on a popular platform that is easy and free to use.
“People can have this very simple, extremely powerful experience of Augmented
Reality by stepping into a space through that portal,” Hernandez said.
His team has done some similar things with Instagram — for example, a project that
allowed users to interact via a filter on a quiz about what products sold the most
during COVID-19.
“It’s called Meta for a reason,” he said. “They are invested in building in these spaces.
They’re creating AR experiences.”

E. The story trumps the device
“The thing that I want you to always remember is that it’s not the technology,
it’s not the device,” Hernandez said. “That’s very powerful, and it unlocks a lot of
opportunities. But the technology itself is not the point. We’re journalists. What
matters is the content — the stories, the experiences, the humanity we’re capturing
and sharing.”
The technology is great, but it’s useless if not used to capture powerful moments with
journalistic skill. It’s a tool for news media companies to use to tell their stories.
He concluded with a quote from Futurist Brian Solis: “Disruption is either going to
happen to you or because of you.”
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You can greet technology
with folded arms and just
be reactive and wait until
The New York Times and
everybody else defines it
— or you can be proactive.
— Robert Hernandez, Digital Journalist, Professor,
University of Southern California

The news media industry as a whole has been fairly passive when it comes to
technology, Hernandez said. Sometimes the industry has been dismissive of new
technology or hesitant to embrace it.
“You can greet technology with folded arms and just be reactive and wait until The
New York Times and everybody else defines it — or you can be proactive. And by
being proactive, you get to make mistakes when no one is looking. You get to start
building up your culture and your understanding of how these tools can work for you
as an individual news organisation. So when it hits and goes mainstream, you already
have content and have already learned a bunch of lessons. You’re ahead of the curve,
and you don’t need to spend a lot of money to be ahead of the curve right now.” n
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CHAPTER 4

AR for news

When it comes to Extended Reality (XR), Augmented Reality (AR) offers great potential
to bring stories to life — all easily accessible through mobile phones with minimal
equipment required by the user. Zillah Watson, an executive producer in XR who
formerly produced such projects for the BBC, said AR is going to transform the way
we navigate the world: “I really think we’ll be able to use this to find news on location
as we move about, which will be really interesting in terms of opportunities for local
news in particular.”
AR graphics, particularly when used with glasses, will start to augment the journeys
we take and places we physically visit.
AR and VR tech are also starting to transform news by using game engines to create
studios and real-time graphics, Watson said.
“This could form a virtual studio and just transform how studios look and what you
can do with graphics in them,” she said. “I think most news organisations who do
broadcasting of some form or another will have a big decision to make over the next
few years about whether they switch over to game engines to create news.”
This is expensive now, but the cost is already dropping dramatically and will continue
to do so. It can also be used on a smaller scale, such as adding graphics with a phone
as one is filming.
Raymond Soto, senior director of emerging tech at Gannett/USA Today Network, led
INMA members through his company’s use of AR. Augmented Reality, he said, can be
viewed as a tool not to replace journalism — or even to enhance it — but to provide
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a different perspective that leverages the strengths of AR to provide the stories to a
wide range of communities, from local to national.
“Our devices essentially are archaic in nature,” he said. “iPhones and Android phones,
for example, haven’t really changed over the past 15 years.”
Resolutions and capabilities have gotten better, but in fundamental ways they haven’t
changed much. He pointed out all the new technologies that are constantly being
crammed into these devices.
AR is now ubiquitous in social media, such as filters on Snapchat and Instagram. But
Soto’s team’s focus goes beyond the “gimmick” of these technologies to get to the
heart of actual interactivity and experiences. This allows the users to feel they are
driving the story as well as discovering the story: “For us, it’s all about our audience
and how to create content that’s intuitive that users can access seamlessly but really
resonates with them and their communities.”

A. 4 key elements of AR
The goal is to create meaningful, impactful experiences — and in doing so, they’ve
noticed a few things, Soto said: “For us to be able to create impact, we have to
identify four very key things that we approach all our storytelling opportunities with.”

Impactful AR experiences begin with the four key elements of visuals, interactivity, sound, and pacing.
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The four elements for creating impact with AR are visuals, interactivity, sound, and
pacing:
l Visuals: must be strong, in which users can walk around and understand the

space.
l Interactivity: a key element in which users feel they are not only engaging

with the story, but actually driving it.
l Sound: not just from a spatial-audio perspective, but also provide a narrative

voice.
l Pacing: the timing must be fairly tight to keep the user’s attention.

“We feel we are creating a higher impact when we start to look at all four of those
elements together,” Soto said. “When we have all four of those, what we need is a
strong foundation to support the types of stories we want to tell.”
That foundation includes:
Display:
l 3D models and photogrammetry.
l Video, images, and audio.
l Custom animation and complex logic.
l Real-time text, image, and video feeds.

User interaction:
l Tapping and swiping on-screen and in the environment.
l Device location and proximity.
l Gaze detection.
l Haptic feedback.
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Accessibility:
l Experiences available instantly on USA Today and local apps.
l All code is already on users’ devices, they only have to download assets.

B. Gannett shares successful AR experiences
Soto acknowledged that he couldn’t talk about Gannett’s experience with AR without
addressing the COVID-19 pandemic.
“It was really difficult for us to start working from different locations and continue
where we left off as we went into lockdown,” he said. “We identified a focus on
COVID-related experiences.”
The team created a game-like AR production called Flatten the Curve, which
gave users a fun and engaging way to learn more about CDC guidelines around
social distancing. The user was led through a series of various scenarios around the
pandemic in which they could select from multiple choice answers as to the safest

Flatten the Curve was Gannett's game-like AR experience that taught users about CDC guidelines and
social distancing.
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option for each scenario, such as the aerosol dispersion between different masks.
This resulted in a personalised COVID safety factor for the user.
This was the first project his team created completely remote from each other, Soto
said: “Each project took us less than five days to produce, from conceptualisation
through production.”
Flatten the Curve had an outstanding engagement rate, with more than 4 million
seconds of engagement in total across 164,000 total views. In fact, the strong
increase in engagement was a bit surprising to the team.
“Our audience understands this type of content and it works well with them,” Soto
said. “The average engagement is over two minutes, which is outstanding.”
Recognising that the technology for AR is starting to grow has provided the Gannett
team with breadcrumbs for a path moving forward, Soto said: “Folks are interested in
it, they understand how to use it, and they find value in it.”

Gannett's AR production, Siege at the U.S. Capitol, took viewers inside the insurrection and gave them a
better understanding of how the events unfolded.
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Soto referenced the Gannett AR production Siege at the U.S. Capitol, which
chronicled the insurrection at the United States Capitol on January 6, 2021. The team
wanted to create something within eight hours of the event. They used AR to allow
viewers to actually see the locations of some of the most iconic photographs taken
throughout that day, which gave them an understanding of place and how the events
unfolded.
When it was released, it earned strong engagement and Gannett re-promoted it on
the one-year anniversary in 2022, obtaining even stronger engagement.
Gannett also partnered with the Smithsonian to highlight the mission of the Mars
Rover Perseverance. Users can interact with the hardware, learn more about it, and
follow along as the rover lands on Mars’ surface.
“These are embedded throughout local ads in local markets through USA Today,” Soto
said. “That supported our Augmented Reality concept at scale.”
1. Onboarding users
A close look at Gannett’s AR onboarding process identified a lag in actual use of the
experiences after subscribers came on board. Testers provided the team with insights
concerning general users’ understanding of AR technology.
With information obtained from the testers, Gannett completely revamped the
onboarding process, getting rid of technical jargon. Instead, it created more
conversational onboarding messaging about camera access, where the 3D images
would be placed, and so on. Results were good, with a strong increase in usage and
engagement after the changes.
“We increased engagement time almost three-fold,” Soto reported.
The first project that leveraged this new framework was USA Today Sports+, which
was used as a soft-launch of the new user experience, focusing on sports superfans.
The AR team captured these fans and used photogrammetry to create them in 3D.
Results were outstanding, Soto said, with more than five minutes of engagement per
user — far exceeding the team's expectations..
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“It was really important for us to see the results of all the work we put into it,” he said,
adding that his production team worked closely with the product team.
2. Engagement lessons
Through the AR productions done so far, the Gannett team sees that it is starting to
see real value, Soto said. The three main aspects it has learned about AR are:
l It provides value to users.
l It reaches a broad audience.
l It drives repeat visits.

“Folks are coming back for this content,” he said. “They aren’t coming to this as a
one-off experience. They are coming back. We have the data to support this, and it’s
telling us we’re creating the right experiences.”

Gannett offers the above advice based on what it has learned in the process of creating AR experiences.
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3. Advice to news publishers
“We have to work with our newsroom and product team to pull this together,” Soto
said. “We want to make sure it’s as seamless as possible and we’re telling the stories
the right ways with the right folks.”
It’s important to be transparent and to acknowledge failures, he added. This includes
being transparent with themselves so they can grow and learn.
“[Users] have to understand the story through reporters. It’s important for us to be
factual and authentic.”
He also advised media companies never to hesitate to experiment: “It’s OK to fail.
Build something small, test it, and get feedback.”
Teams might consider releasing an AR production to a smaller market to help inform
whether they’re moving in the right direction, Soto said: “We have to evolve with
the technology and the audience. Audience expectations are always changing and
growing with technology. We have to meet them where they are and exceed those
expectations.”
Soto came back to the original question: What comes next? He said it’s important for
media companies to consider the tools and technologies, and what their audiences
are expecting: “The future of journalism is immersive, interactive, and 3D.” n
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CHAPTER 5

VR for news

Zillah Watson is familiar with how newsrooms can effectively use XR. While at the
BBC, Watson won a Rose D’or award for her three-part Virtual Reality series Damming
the Nile, which was described by the judges as “a blueprint for the future of news.”
Her work with the BBC gave her great insights into how the technology can create
impactful experiences for audiences, as well as the models and partnerships required.
Much of what she learned is in a 2017 Digital News Project report she wrote for
Reuters, and most recently, she has focused on XR production. Watson learned a
lot about this during a BBC/Ipsos Mori Ethnographic Study on VR in the home,
conducted in 2017. The results showed that when VR is done right, people love it.
“But we also found that headsets were a pain,” she told INMA members. “They were
hard to use, people forgot how to use them, there was variable UX across content
— and not all content was very good. Our conclusion was that VR content had to be
pretty amazing to be worth the bother of dealing with the headset. If you could tell
[the story] better on TV, you shouldn’t bother with VR.”

A. Best uses of VR for newsrooms
So, what is it that makes an amazing Virtual Reality experience? Good VR is all about
the viewer feeling present. Good VR, she said, tricks the user’s brain into thinking they
are really there.
“Stories need to be spatial to really benefit from VR,” Watson said. “By looking around
and understanding the space, you really understand more about the story.”
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It's important to remember that VR offers opportunities for emotional connections with viewers.

Another facet is that the viewer needs to be more than just a spectator. The viewer is
not a disembodied bystander, but rather an explorer within the VR world. They need a
sense of agency and involvement, and good VR gives them a reason to move around
and explore the created world.
“VR is great for conveying an emotional sense,” Watson said. “It’s less good for
conveying factual information, and incidentally that’s led to a different style of
reporting.”
VR audiences connect more with visceral feelings or sensations than dense
information. With traditional broadcast reporting, journalists have stood in front of the
camera and explained things to the audience. In a VR headset, the reporter instead
becomes the viewer’s companion. It’s a conversation and works best when the
audience is allowed to take some control.
Because VR is great for evoking empathy by placing the viewer in another person’s
shoes and experience, a lot of VR production has centred around more difficult topics
such as war and refugee crises. Looking for topics that offer more hope and joy is
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something news organisations should think about, Watson said. VR is a great vehicle
for offering escapism and a chance to explore places people would otherwise never
be able to visit in person.
Marketability is another thing the team should think about from the very start when it
comes to VR projects.
“I often find when people deal with new technology they forget the things they
already know,” Watson said. “But it’s like launching a new podcast: You need to think
about who your audience is, how they will find out about it, all that needs to be built
into it.”

B. The how-to’s of VR
The team at TARGO, a Paris-based VR studio, decided to focus on VR because it’s a
proven market, according to co-founder and VR director Chloé Rochereuil.
“As we want to address audiences, VR is the best way for us to distribute XR
experiences,” Rochereuil said.

Learning the important differences between 360 film and 6DOF experiences allows publishers to choose
which format is right for each story.
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VR has daily users, functional hardware, and growth. She also explained the difference
between 360 film and 6DOF experiences: “With 360 film, your view is fixed at the
spot of the camera and you are able to move your head around in a 360-degree
view, but you cannot move beyond the camera’s position. You can’t interact with the
environment.”
6DOF (6 degrees of freedom), on the other hand, is more immersive and uses
photogrammetry, allowing the user to hear and move around within the experience
and space. This more sophisticated approach is also more expensive and, while it
is seen by many as the future, it’s not always needed. For example, if someone just
wants to view something in a stationary 360 video environment, 6DOF might seem
like overkill.
TARGO’s XR vehicle of choice is the VR documentary, and they are 10 to 20 minutes
long. They usually contain one strong character with highly visual environments.
“People are definitely more engaged inside a VR documentary, so you can have a
longer experience,” Rochereuil said.
She had some advice for newsrooms who want to create such journalistic
experiences:
l Before the shoot: Pick the right topic, write your story, and choose the right

equipment.
l During the shoot: Position your camera, find your place on site, and be

creative.
l After the shoot: Edit your story, guide the viewer, and do any needed post-

production.
Choosing the right topic is vital, Rochereuil said. Keep in mind that VR doesn’t replace
real life but rather allows the audience to live things they would not otherwise be able
to.
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Topic considerations include:
l Immersion: Use highly visual environments.
l Exclusive locations: Discover places difficult to access.
l Empathy: Connect with people.
l Embodiment: Be someone else.
l Experience: Live new experiences.
l Temporality: Travel in time.

Rochereuil advised newsrooms to imagine the shot ahead of time: “Make sure when
you go on site, everything is ready. VR is not flexible at all compared to a regular
camera. Of course you’re going to be surprised by things that are happening there,
but you have way less flexibility.”
When writing the spatial story, she had some recommendations:
l Storyboard: What’s your narrative? Who are your characters?
l Do a shot list: Scout the places and imagine your shots.
l Organise: Explain the technology and secure enough time on-site.

1. Camera position
An important thing to remember is that a VR camera cannot be moved. “The viewer
becomes the camera,” Rochereuil said.
VR cameras use three axes for filming:
l X: the distance to the point of interest.
l Y: the height.
l Z: the stitch line.

Combined, those three axes express movement, which is called a vector.
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VR cameras use three axes for recording. Together, they express movement, which is called a vector.

“Think about the three axes where you’re going to be able to move the camera,”
explained Rochereuil. The camera must be operated a certain way or the viewer will
be disoriented and won’t have an enjoyable experience.
2. Find your place
Most of the time in 360-degree filming, Rochereuil advises the journalist to stay
behind the camera.
“At TARGO, we usually don’t show the journalist because we prefer to have no proxy
between the viewer and the character,” she said.
That being said, TARGO does show the journalist sometimes, depending on the topic
of the documentary: “It’s useful when you’re talking about an environment that can be
quite tricky for the viewer,” Rochereuil said.
An example is their reporting in Iraq, which can be quite intense for the viewer.
Therefore, the documentary used the journalist to guide the viewer through the
experience.
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In regards to a crew, Rochereuil recommended a light crew of about two or three
people. If more people are added, it can be more tricky because they must be hidden
while filming.
“You have to be a natural [part] of the scene you are filming,” she said.
3. Edit your story
Stitching and stereoscopy are involved in the editing process, which is when one
camera films for the right eye and another films for the left eye, then they are placed
together.
Editing and post-production of a VR video piece make the experience a quality one
for the viewer. The viewer is guided by the editing by using points of interest.
“Make sure you don’t miss anything. Make sure the next shot starts at the same spot
you left your character,” Rochereuil recommended.

Another determination for each story is whether the journalist will be on the screen to walk the viewer
through the experience, or letting the viewer discover it alone.
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Sound and 2D elements (titles, photographs, maps) can also be used in the editing
process to help guide the viewer.
You can also remove objects in post-production. Objects can also be removed in
post-production if they are going to distract the viewer from the experience.

C. Ethical considerations in VR and AR production
When Watson was putting together the Reuters report, she asked news organisations
whether they had encountered any new ethical considerations. Most organisations
said no, citing existing journalism ethic guidelines as sufficiently applicable.
However, VR has a different level of intensity that makes it different to consider from
an ethical standpoint. With 360-degree filming, there is the issue of privacy and
consent.
“Are people realising that’s going to be broadcast later?” she asked. In an early VR
piece for BBC, her team filmed a migrant camp in Calais where the people didn’t
necessarily understand that what was being recorded would be broadcast publicly.
There are also issues when it comes to post-production. Watson cited one project in
which the sky was removed, along with the camera tripod and even the reporter.
“These are the kinds of things you have to think about in terms of transparency and
trust with your audiences,” she said. “Once you start taking things out of the footage,
how can anyone know what is true?”
The BBC’s solution was to include the crew as part of the story.
“There are issues there that you need to think about,” Watson said.
The intensity level also needs to be considered, particularly with difficult subjects such
as war. When the viewer is wearing a headset, it’s much more difficult to leave the
experience, whereas on television a viewer merely needs to look away.
“You are there, in the middle of the situation, and that can be quite frightening,” she
said. “With the BBC pieces, we were very aware of this. There was no standardised
way to warn people or describe content.”
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The "reality" element of VR has been shown to create trauma in viewers, so publishers must be aware of
how content may be received and prepare viewers accordingly.

They used a ratings system, similar to what is used in gaming. Warning systems of
particularly disturbing, intense content are still in flux and need to be given serious
consideration in terms of duty to the audience.
“I’ve got concerns about how VR might cause trauma,” Watson said. “If it’s as powerful
as we know it to be from past experiences, this is a real issue.”
Watson said Patrick Haggard, a cognitive neuroscientist at University College London,
has written about the danger of VR creating false memories for the viewer. “In terms
of the future, this is something we need to be aware of.”
Another ethical consideration is that of tech and information inequality. Will VR superserve richer audiences? Particularly with VR requiring the use of expensive headsets,
this gap to access must be considered.
“There’s also a danger that certain platforms start to dominate access to this,” Watson
said. “The message is that we’ve all got to understand this — this is not an issue where
we say, ‘Oh we’ll leave that for the tech people to understand.’”
If journalists want VR to be democratically accessible, the newsroom needs to think
about and be involved in it. At the BBC, for example, the team took its VR — including
the headsets — to public libraries so anyone could experience it. n
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CHAPTER 6

Commercial
opportunities of XR

Immersing yourself in new technology can be a mix of excitement, encouragement,
frustration, and confusion. Integrating new technology into a business can be
downright terrifying, but nothing eases the terror quite like making money. That’s
what Stephen Shaw hopes newsrooms will start looking forward to when they begin
dabbling in Virtual Reality, Augmented Reality, and Mixed Reality.
Shaw is the global business development director for Iconic Engine and an Immersive
Extended Reality consultant. “I would argue from a commercial perspective that you
have the ability to educate your own consumers to continue to deliver compelling
editorial Augmented Reality news stories,” Shaw said. “But then use this captive
audience to build and sell into particular Augmented Reality verticals.”
Shaw reminded media companies they are already reporting on people’s passions like
fashion, sports, food, music, travel, real estate, gaming, and kids. He calls these key
verticals low-hanging fruit for using mobile Augmented Reality. Shaw believes mobile
AR acts as a bridge between the physical and digital world, and companies need to
develop an XR strategy to leverage this value to their advertisers.
“My advice would be to continue to build your editorial experiences, consider
whether you want them to be mobile, native applications, or Web Augmented Reality
applications to make them social,” Shaw said.
Companies build case studies from really great editorials, he said. They should share
them with their commercial division and come up with ways to sell XR experiences
to customers: “Who knows your audience and your readership better than any digital
marketing agency?” Shaw asked. “Of course, you know it better.”
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Immersive content runs a spectrum, which gives publishers many options for participation.

He recommended seeking sponsorship from a media company’s current advertisers,
selling them XR and AR experiences just like they would more traditional advertising.
For key advertisers, Shaw suggested building custom AR experiences to showcase
what the media company is offering and what the advertiser is offering. Media
companies can look at this as either adding value to content they already are creating
or charging for a premium experience.
Shaw stressed the importance of immersing media teams into new technology like
VR. He shared two tipping points for VR’s advancement:
l Meta and its acquisition of Oculus, which was a huge boost for the XR

industry. Shaw said Oculus sales rose over the holidays in late 2021 and
early 2022, which has helped Meta engage with a younger audience. The
company has struggled with capturing younger audiences with Facebook
and even Instagram.
l The imminent release of Apple’s VR headset. The buzz and hype

surrounding what it will look and be like is already signalling a game changer
in the industry.
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The outlook for revenue from VR is significant and shows tremendous promise for the future.

The promising news is global VR revenue continues to rise significantly on the
consumer and enterprise sides, Shaw said: “It’s showing no sign of diminishing. Whilst
the hardware may become more complex for us as publishers and newsrooms to
understand, it’s giving us more potential brand touchpoints both for storytelling but
also for commercial revenue generation.”
Shaw also discussed third-party platforms like AdMix that deliver creator controlled
in-app advertising, allowing advertisers to get in front of their customers with 3D
product placement.
“They’re not like typical intrusive banner ads that jump over your screen,” Shaw said.
“It’s more of an integrated experience.”
However media companies decide to do it, it’s most important that they jump in.
“I’m amazed at the people who take an interest in this industry or have an opinion on
Virtual Reality,” Shaw said. “Please do try and understand the tools because how can
we continue to sell and promote these tools if we haven’t experienced them?” n
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CHAPTER 7

Preparing for the
metaverse and the
future of XR
The metaverse is the next generation of the Internet. It will use Virtual Reality (VR)
and Augmented Reality (AR) and other immersive technologies to bring the digital
and the physical together. Today we move between the physical world and screens
seamlessly with e-mails, social media, and video calls. The metaverse will bring an
added dimension to that, a 3D virtual dimension that requires a headset. Rather than
speaking to someone live on Zoom, we may do so using a full-body avatar in 3D.
While many people are hesitant over the concept of the metaverse, it’s not as “new”
as we might think, XR consultant Stephen Shaw said. He traced the name back to
1982 when science-fiction author Neal Stephenson used the term “metaverse'' in his
book Snow Crash.
“The Internet is being reshaped as we speak,” Shaw said. “We’ve seen massive changes
over decades and decades and decades. And even in the last two years, everything
about the way we work, how we interact and discover with each other is evolving and
changing.”
Companies must know where their customers are spending their time and, as
importantly, where to find the news consumers of tomorrow. Said Shaw: "Twohundred million Snapchatters a day are engaging with Augmented Reality. We’re
going to have to continue to understand these platforms, work with them, fight with
them for a share of voice.”
Media companies may want to consider building virtual newsrooms, immerse
themselves in the technology, get to know the platforms, build purposeful apps,
experiment, and learn.
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The metaverse is already engaging participants; news media companies should act now to avoid being
left behind.

“Have your newsroom meetings in Virtual Reality headsets from the comfort of your
own home,” Shaw said. “It’s something to consider and explore, but it’s a way of
learning these technologies. You are content creators. You’re the storytellers.”
Shaw encouraged media companies to use their skill sets to build commercial
applications, interactive VR tours, and make XR experiences social: “If you have any
doubt on how seriously brands are taking this, Miller Lite beer in the USA hosted a
virtual bar in the Decentraland metaverse during the Super Bowl,” Shaw said.
Remember, he said, newsrooms have been adapting to change for decades and
are always reinventing themselves. This is just another time for them to prepare for
change.
Zillah Watson admitted she was sceptical about the term “metaverse” at first, but now
finds it a useful term to discuss bringing these technologies and creative possibilities
together.
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Watson summarised her key strategies for news media organisations to move forward
in the world of XR:
1. Stay up to date with developments and learn from others. Track what
leading players such as the BBC and The New York Times are doing, and look
beyond news as well.
2. Experiment to learn and understand. This is possible even on low budgets.
Use existing platforms such as Snapchat and YouTube to drive innovation.
3. Build partnerships. Whether for access to funding, expertise, platforms, or
audiences, partnerships will be essential.
4. Build strong brands and make sure your data is in order.
“The more data you have, the more you can prepare for the future,” Watson said. n
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CHAPTER 8

Conclusion

The hardware and technology have improved so much in the last few years that the
“tipping point” of mass adoption is coming soon. We’re already starting to see this
as AR is fully integrated into social apps such as Snapchat, Instagram, and Facebook.
Sales for the Oculus headset were strong last Christmas, and it’s likely that Apple will
release its headset in 2022. The software is also becoming cheaper, with multiple
options to create immersive experiences — ranging from completely free for
beginners to heavy duty licensed software for more complex work.
This mass adoption of immersive technology allows us to give readers much more
context at one time. And it allows us to actually put users into a situation, in addition
to having more layered explainers and pointers overlaid into video.
News organisations should start looking at this even from a small exploration point
of view. By getting started today, you will have the skill sets, tools, and maybe even a
small library of content ready as immersive technologies develop.
These mediums should only be used for stories that will benefit from being more
immersive. If you are working in VR, be sure to choose the right story: one that
involves the audience and uses exclusive locations, embodiment, and/or empathy.
When developing these experiences, consider the pacing of the story in line with what
you are trying to show. Don’t do too much too soon as it can be overwhelming. In the
same way, consider how you explain this to your audience.
Also, remember to avoid using technical terms. Tell them what they will see and how
to access it. If the content is hard hitting, make sure they know ahead of time. It can
be a terrible shock going from your office straight into a war zone at the touch of

INMA | THE OPPORTUNITIES AND BLUEPRINT OF XR FOR MEDIA

46

a button. So, if you are showing people this, they should be prepared. Onboarding
should be carefully considered before anything is released.
We can’t leave this report without a reminder that ethics are important. The opening
credit of the popular Netflix show Inventing Anna says, “This story is completely true.
Except for the bits that are totally made up.” The same applies to AR and VR. If you
are filling in blanks, the audience needs to know this. The same journalism standards
we use for text, video, and any other medium should hold true in XR. And don’t forget
that headsets are still expensive, so we need to be cognizant of potential information
inequality by only serving these richer audiences.
Last but far from least, understand that the commercial opportunity is real. Brands
are also looking at how they can use XR. Bring them on the journey with you. It could
even be fun. n
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