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Presence, as a psychological state, is typically assessed using questionnaires. While many researchers in this field assume that these
self-report instruments are standardized, the reliability of such questionnaires remains uncertain. This knowledge gap challenges the
accuracy and validity of data derived from studies assessing presence. Ensuring reliable and precise data collection and reporting
is essential for the credibility of findings in presence research, because inaccuracies may cause errors in conclusions, which affects
theoretical understandings, methodological approaches and practical applications. To address this issue, we conducted a systematic
analysis of 397 empirical quantitative studies on presence. We investigated the use of presence scales, including applications,
modifications, a variety of measures and reporting practices. We found that the majority of the presence studies modify questionnaires,
do not re-validate them and improperly report their methods. Based on these findings, we propose solutions to enhance transparency

and validation of the presence measurements.
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1 INTRODUCTION

Presence can be described as a psychological state induced by inter-
actions with technology, often indicating a level of ‘unawareness’
of mediation or simulation in one’s experience (Kukshinov, 2024).
Within Human-Computer Interaction (HCI), particularly in virtual
reality research, presenceis crucial for assessing user engagement
with computer-generated environments (Riva et al., 2014). How-
ever, its complexity presents numerous research challenges (Fel-
ton & Jackson, 2022, Grassini & Laumann, 2020, Kreijns et al., 2022,
Ohetal, 2022). Amajorissueis the lack of clear conceptualization,
which impacts the measurement tools used for presence. The
measures often originate from diverse conceptual foundations,
casting doubt on the core research and its outcomes (Felton &
Jackson, 2022, Kreijns et al., 2022).

The predominant method for assessing presence is through
questionnaires (Grassini & Laumann, 2020). However, these
numerous questionnaires often produce incomparable measure-
ments of presence (Grassini & Laumann, 2020, Kreijns et al.,
2022). They vary widely in the number and content of scale
items, ranging from single inquiries to extensive sets designed
to capture this complex psychological state (Kreijns et al., 2022,
Nannipieri, 2022). Additionally, concerns remain regarding the
validity of these questionnaires, as they may not accurately
measure presence itself (Kreijns et al., 2022). A study by Nannipieri
(Nannipieri, 2022) found that out of 38 analyzed questionnaires,
21 measured a single dimension and 17 used multidimensional
scales. Often, questionnaire items focus on user characteristics,
devices and virtual environment characteristics rather than

presence itself. Many researchers recognize the issues with the
presence questionnaires (Lee et al, 2013). However, due to an
arguable lack of alternatives, they continue to use them despite
these challenges.

Validity is not the only issue with presence questionnaires.
Although they are considered standardized measures (Allman-
Farinelli et al., 2019, Faas et al, 2014, Kreijns et al, 2022), we
challenge this assumption. Our analysis focuses on some of the
most widely used and influential questionnaires, including the
Presence Questionnaire (PQ) (Witmer & Singer, 1998), the ITC-
Sense of Presence Inventory (ITC) (Lessiter et al., 2001) and the
presence scales by Nowak and Biocca (NB) (Nowak & Biocca, 2003).
By systematically examining presence studies that utilize these
questionnaires, particularly in terms of modifications and their
combination with other measures, we provide a critical reflection
on established methods in the field. Thus, the objective of the
study is not to determine whether presence measurement scales
accurately measure presence, but rather, on a methodological
level, how rigorously these existing scales are applied.

Our analysis highlights the lack of standardization in these
questionnaires, which is often suggested as their primary advan-
tage over other measures. We discuss multiple issues related to
the use of measurements, their modifications and the reasons for
these changes. Additionally, we address the lack of re-validation
for these modifications, the use of other measurement tools and
the problems with reporting methodological details in presence
studies. Finally, we propose future directions for advancing pres-
ence research based on our findings.
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2 RELATED WORKS

The notion of presence, originally labeled as ‘telepresence’, has
gained high attention in scholarly discourse due to advancements
in Virtual Reality (VR) technologies (Lombard et al., 2015, Riva et al.,
2014). Coined by Minsky (Minsky, 1980), ‘telepresence’ initially
referred to systems facilitating remote control or tele-operation
with a feeling of presence within real but mediated physical envi-
ronment. Over time, the academic community shortened the term
to ‘presence’ and broadened its application to encompass various
(media) technologies, such as XR/VR, video games, computer-
mediated communication (CMC) or robots (Lombard et al., 2015).
Presence is often characterized as a ‘sense of being there’ or a
‘perceptual illusion of non-mediation’ (Riva et al., 2007).

2.1 Presence Measurements

Various methods exist for measuring presence; they are broadly
categorized into subjective and objective measures (Laarni et al.,
2015). Objective measures typically encompass behavioural, phys-
iological and task performance assessments (Chandio et al., 2023,
Laarni et al., 2015). However, as Freeman et al. (Freeman et al., 2000)
noted, while task performance-based measures may be valuable
for evaluating training outcomes, they may not inherently capture
presence. Physiological measures, although potentially insight-
ful, are often expensive, and their data can be challenging to
interpret within the context of presence (Grassini & Laumann,
2020). Moreover, physiological responses alone may not explain
the underlying feelings or sensations constituting presence (Slater
etal., 2006). Behavioural measures may offer more precise insights,
yet their development is often more complicated and can depend
on specific contexts.

Subjective measures include tools such as questionnaires, con-
tinuous assessment techniques, psychophysical measures and
qualitative methods like interviews and ethnographic measures.
While researchers advocate for employing multiple measures to
enhance the validity of findings (Felton & Jackson, 2022), post-
test self-report questionnaires remain the predominant method
for measuring presence (Grassini & Laumann, 2020). They are
convenient to create and administer (Felton & Jackson, 2022) and
are intended to adhere to standardized protocols, i.e. they are not
supposed to ‘require substantial (or any) modification to be used
with any type of experience’ (Kreijns et al., 2022,p.96:28].

2.2 Presence Questionnaires

Numerous presence questionnaires are available: Nannipieri
(Nannipieri, 2022) identified 38 prominent ones. Among these,
the Presence Questionnaire by Witmer and Singer (Witmer
& Singer, 1998) stands out as the most widely used (VR)
presence questionnaire to date (Grassini & Laumann, 2020).
However, concerns remain regarding the validity of any presence
questionnaires, with their limited scope or incapacity to capture
continuous presence being particularly significant (Felton
& Jackson, 2022). Consequently, some authors question the
fundamental assumption of whether these questionnaires truly
measure presence at all (Nannipieri, 2022). Nevertheless, while
recognizing these issues, researchers still use them because they
are, ‘at least, recognized questionnaires’ (Lee et al., 2013) that are
‘popular’ in the field (Bouchard et al., 2008).

2.2.1 Conceptualization Issues

Any measures should rely on the theory-driven intrinsic value of
a variable, but it is one of the biggest shortcomings of presence

questionnaires (Laarni et al., 2015). The conceptualization of pres-
ence is frequently defined ambiguously (Felton & Jackson, 2022,
Kreijns et al., 2022), along with a lack of clarity in the conceptual-
ization of scale items (Grassini & Laumann, 2020). The dimensions
of the construct often lack thorough explanation, thus providing
insufficient guidance for effective subsequent operationalization
and applications. This leads to the consequence that self-report
measures often fail to capture presence accurately. For instance,
as Biocca et al. (Biocca et al.,, 2003) noted, certain attributes, such
as communication qualities (composure, spontaneity, positivity,
richness and evaluation), might reflect indicators of communi-
cation quality rather than social presence (Biocca et al.,, 2003,p.
467]. Alternatively, presence questionnaires may focus on past
behaviours or presence-related factors that correlate with social
presence rather than social presence itself (Biocca et al., 2003).
Nannipieri (Nannipieri, 2022) found that among the 38 question-
naires examined, the majority of scale items were not directly
linked to presence itself. This observation extends to the Presence
Questionnaire (PQ) as well (Witmer & Singer, 1998), wherein cer-
tain dimensions explicitly state that they measure factors such as
the perceived quality of a device’s interface.

2.2.2 Continuity Issue

In contrast to post-hoc questionnaires, which seem ineffective
during VR (or other media) experiences (Graf & Schwind, 2020),
continuous presence measures emerge as more valid tools. These
measures account for the dynamic nature of presence and the
breaks that arise during interaction with technology (Garau et al.,
2008). To put this simply, continuous tools facilitate the evaluation
of ‘variations in the subjective experience of presence, which
are likely to occur not only through changes in the stimulus
but also through the participant (e.g. increasing fatigue during
exposure),” thus surmounting limitations associated with post-
rating measures (Wissmath et al., 2008,p. 239].

2.2.3 Issue with Sensation vs. Knowledge

Presence represents a complex psychological state, unlike self-
evident sensorial experiences such as perceived temperature,
making it challenging to articulate (Freeman et al., 2000). Indi-
viduals generally possess limited insight into their cognitive pro-
cessing and are often unaware of perceptual and memory mech-
anisms (Nisbett & Wilson, 1977). This hinders their ability to
articulate higher-order thoughts, particularly regarding percep-
tual illusions, verbally (Dienes, 2004). In other words, it is possible
to feel presence but not to be aware of it. As individuals may only
have partial consciousness of their state of presence, self-reports
alone may not provide a comprehensive understanding without
supplementation from objective measures (Laarni et al., 2015).
Additionally, subjective measures can be susceptible to instability
and bias stemming from prior experiences and interests (Freeman
et al., 2000), while post-test evaluations are frequently affected
by inaccurate recollection and memory effects (Freeman et al,
1999). Overall, there is a natural gap between thought, emotion
and expression based on language.

A significant concern regarding the internal validity of self-
reports is the potential conflict between sensation and knowl-
edge. As highlighted in a study by Freeman et al. (Freeman et al.,
2000), observers can inadvertently shape participants’ feelings.
In essence, ‘the problem is that we cannot rule out the possi-
bility that presence in a VE [virtual environment] may seem to
exist in our experimental subjects simply because questions are
asked about it’ (Slater, 2004,p. 486]. The phrasing of question-
naire items may suggest expected effects, potentially influencing
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participants’ responses. Individuals unfamiliar with the concept
may be particularly sensitive to demand characteristics in exper-
imental settings (IJsselsteijn et al., 2001, Schrader & Bastiaens,
2012). In particular, ‘there is a risk that instead of experiencing
different levels of virtual presence, learners may not understand
the terminology used in the rating scale or may have only differed
in their capability and willingness to report their emotional state’
(Schrader & Bastiaens, 2012).

2.2.4 Standardization Issues

It is a prevalent assumption that questionnaires used for mea-
suring presence are standardized (Sylaiou et al., 2010). However, it
does not seem that presence can be comprehensively measured
in a standardized manner, as it is inherently transient and varies
depending on the medium, the participants and other contex-
tual factors (Biocca et al, 2003). The design of the medium or
simulation can promote diverse experiences, requiring measure-
ment approaches tailored to these variations (Laarni et al.,, 2015).
This is true for any mediated/simulated experiences stemming
from diverse designs and resulting in various social consequences
(Lombard et al., 2015). The circumstances surrounding these expe-
riences may differ to such an extent that adaptation of measure-
ment instruments may not suffice; rather, novel measures may
need to be developed.

Given the aforementioned challenges with presence question-
naires, we advocate for an examination of how various presence
studies employ these instruments. We aim to gain insights into
the consistency of self-report measures across presence studies.
Therefore, this paper addresses the following research questions:

e RQ1: How are the most common presence questionnaires
used in studies to measure presence?
¢ RQ2: How consistently are these questionnaires used?

2.3 Modifications of Measurements

While re-validations of modified measures in studies are not that
common (Finn & Kayande, 2004), modifications to the measures
can happen if they are justified. Any modified or adapted mea-
surements should be re-validated (Clark & Watson, 2019), starting
with reliability calculations. It is essential because changing the
(wording of a) scale item can alter the construct that is being
measured or its validity (Juniper, 2009). Also, modifications to
scales can impact reliability by changing the internal consistency
of the scale items: ‘By narrowing the scale content, the scope and
nature of the assessed construct is itself changed; in particular, it
increases item redundancy, thereby reducing the total amount of
construct-related information the test provides’ (Clark & Watson,
2019,p. 1416]. It is possible to use shorter questionnaires that
better fit studies’ designs without changing the existing measures
(Lull & Bushman, 2016). Finally, modifications to scales can make
it difficult to compare results across different studies or groups
of respondents, affecting their replicability. To better understand
key issues and possible solutions to the methodological gaps
in the presence studies, this paper also addresses the following
questions:

e RQ3: If presence questionnaires are modified, how and why
does it happen?
¢ RQ4: What other presence measurements are used and why?

3 METHOD

In our research, we examined empirical studies that used at
least one of the three presence scales presented above (Lessiter
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et al, 2001, Nowak & Biocca, 2003, Witmer & Singer, 1998).
PQ, initially, consists of 32 items, however, Witmer and Singer
(Witmer & Singer, 1998) also offered another shorter version
with 19 items. ITC consists of 43 items in total, however, it is
based on four subscales that can be used separately to measure
presence, as suggested by Lessiter et al. (Lessiter et al, 2001).
Nowak and Biocca (Nowak & Biocca, 2003) offered four different
scales (for different types or subtypes of presence) that, in total,
consisted of 24 questions. We selected these scales because of
their established effectiveness in measuring physical and social
presence (Cummings & Wertz, 2022, Felton & Jackson, 2022,
Grassini & Laumann, 2020, Kreijns et al, 2022, Skarbez et al.,
2018), particularly in VR/XR, video games and computer-mediated
communication platforms. Their widespread adoption within
these contexts makes them well-suited for our study (see Table 1).

Our dataset includes 8253 records, 4708 papers as duplicates
and 3545 papers ready for screening. Our methodology for the
review’s search, screening and data extraction stages was based
on the PRISMA (Page, 2021) approach (see Figure 1). The screening
was run in the Covidence software®. In the end, we analyzed
N = 397 papers.

3.1 Protocol and Search

We systematically gathered an extensive compilation of scholarly
articles referencing at least one of the specified scales, which
formed the basis of our paper corpus. Additionally, we identified
the primary databases where these scales are cited (Grassini
& Laumann, 2020). The key databases include Scopus, Web of
Science, APA, ACM and IEEE (refer to section 1). Subsequently,
we conducted a systematic review protocol within this compiled
corpus. During this phase, the primary inclusion criterion was the
citation of at least one of the papers (Lessiter et al., 2001, Nowak
& Biocca, 2003, Witmer & Singer, 1998). We focused on academic
journal and conference papers (as they often include original
empirical studies) in English published between 2003 and 2023
to encompass the most recent and relevant developments in the
field. This time frame enabled us to perform an up-to-date anal-
ysis of studies employing the scale by Nowak and Biocca (Nowak
& Biocca, 2003). Our selection criteria excluded theses/disserta-
tions and other formats that were not journal and conference
papers (see Table 2). Moreover, the search deliberately omitted
certain subject areas within Scopus and Web of Science (WOS),
particularly those related to mathematics, business and natural
sciences (for the full list of excluded areas, see the Appendix).
Consequently, our sample size amounted to n = 8253.

3.2 Screening Phase
3.2.1 Duplicate Removal

We eliminated duplicates identified through automated duplica-
tion checks in Zotero and Covidence, removing any entries with
95% similarity in abstracts and titles. Additionally, we checked
these manually for any errors from n = 4708 entries. Following
this de-duplication process, we identified n = 3545 unique records
deemed suitable for the subsequent phase. To prepare for the
screening process, we conducted pairwise evaluations of the first
ten papers. The primary objective of this initial assessment was
to achieve a consensus level of at least 80% agreement among the
reviewers/coders, equivalent to a minimum of eight out of the ten
articles, before proceeding. Any disagreements or conflicts arising

1 Covidence (Veritas Health Innovation Ltd.), https://www.covidence.org/,
last accessed March 15, 2024
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TABLE 1. Number of citations per scale in the key databases as of April 19, 2023.

Database PQ (Witmer & Singer, 1998) ITC (Lessiter et al., 2001) NB (Nowak & Biocca, 2003)
Scopus 3510 709 644
Web of Science 2663 554 470
APA 869 225 185
ACM 829 155 166
IEEE 438 54 52
Studies from databases/registers (n = 8253) References from other sources (n = 0)
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FIGURE 1. This figure illustrates the PRISMA (Page, 2021) flow diagram reviews ,which included searches of databases and registers only.

during this early screening phase were resolved by the first author. of our paper review process. While four coders were consis-
Each article from the corpus underwent a thorough evaluation tently involved in the analysis, two additional coders participated
by two or more reviewers, enhancing the rigour and reliability temporarily.
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TABLE 2. Table of Inclusion and Exclusion criteria in search.
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Inclusion Criteria
Citation Requirement

Accessibility

Exclusion Criteria
Dissertation or Thesis
Book or Full Proceedings
Extended Abstract
Subject area

Language

The item must contain the citation of at least one of the papers: PQ (Witmer & Singer, 1998), NB (Nowak & Biocca,
2003) and/or ITC (Lessiter et al., 2001).
The item must be accessible in its full paper form.

The item should not be a dissertation or thesis.

The item should not be a book or part of full proceedings.

The item should not be part of extended abstracts, including works-in-progress, posters, case studies, pilots, etc.
The item should not be part of mathematics, natural sciences and economic sciences.

The item should be written in English; items in other languages are excluded.

Year The paper must be published between 2003 and 2023.

TABLE 3. Table of Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria in Screening Phase of the protocol.

Inclusion Criteria
Citation Requirement

The study must use at least one of the original scales to measure presence quantitatively: PQ (Witmer & Singer,

1998), NB (Nowak & Biocca, 2003) and/or ITC (Lessiter et al., 2001).

Accessibility

Media type

Exclusion Criteria
Different scale version
Measured variable
Literature Review

New Scale Development
Pilot studies

The study must be accessible in its full paper form.
The study must be based on one of the media types: VR/XR, CMC, video games.

The item should not use or cite an existing (adapted) version of one of the scales.

The item should not measure any other construct but presence, such as user experience (UX), with the scales.
The item should not be a literature review (including systematic reviews, scoping reviews, etc).

The item should not involve the development of new scales.

The item should not be a pilot study.

3.2.2 Eligibility Scoping Criteria

Following the PRISMA protocol, the initial stage involves screen-
ing abstracts and titles. However, in our study, we opted for
a more rigorous approach by directly screening full papers to
confirm they met the criteria. We recognize that this method
is more time-consuming. However, many articles had titles and
abstracts that often lacked sufficient information for accurate
screening. In particular, some papers mentioned one or more of
the original scales but did not actually use them, requiring a more
comprehensive examination through full-paper screening. Also,
studies were excluded if they did not use the original scale but
its adaptation, including an existing validated translation, such
as the one by UQO Cyberpsychology Lab (Robillard et al., 2002), or
the updated version of PQ by the original authors (Witmer et al.,
2005). See all screening criteria in Table 3. A study was included if
it translated an original scale, counting this as modification. Any
conflicts during screening were reconciled by a third coder (which
mostly happened due to different access to the papers among the
coders). The full screening took ten months, and then we compiled
a dataset of N = 849 papers for the subsequent analysis.

3.3 Data Extraction and Synthesis

For the final analysis, we randomly coded around half of the full
sample, N = 461. We stopped coding the full-screened sample
when we concluded that no new results emerged from the sample.
Four coders participated in the process, with each paper undergo-
ing independent double-coding by two coders. Table 4 lists the
criteria for coding.

After coding the data, we encountered 24 significant disagree-
ments about how to interpret the reported modifications in the
studies. This was primarily due to unclear information within the
papers themselves. For example, one paper mentioned revising a
scale (ITC) but didn’t explain the specific changes made. We also
found a discrepancy in the reported number of questions used in

one study, with one more question than what was reported for
the original scale. Additionally, one coder initially marked eight
papers as uncertain. To address these disagreements, we brought
in a third coder to review the cases and make a final decision (of
the eight papers). For minor disagreements, such as how to handle
paraphrased items, we discussed the issue among ourselves and
mediated the differences.

Lessiter et al. (Lessiter et al., 2001) suggested that researchers
can measure presence with separate sub-dimensions of their
questionnaire, such as ‘Sense of Physical Space’, which was usu-
ally referred to as ‘Spatial Presence’ by some researchers. In
the case of the PQ, Witmer and Singer (Witmer & Singer, 1998)
presented two versions of their questionnaire. As a result, the use
of sub-scales or a second version was not considered modification
unless it was modified some other way.

Finally, during the analysis, we excluded an additional 64
papers. These included papers that were out of the publication
year scope or were pilot studies but remained in the sample by
mistake. The main reasons for these exclusions are discussed
in 5.4 Limitations section.

4 RESULTS

The analyzed sample (n=397) had the following distribution of
papers: 278 papers used the PQ (Witmer & Singer, 1998), 88 papers
used the ITC (Lessiter et al., 2001), 28 papers used the scales by
Nowak and Biocca (NB) (Nowak & Biocca, 2003) and 3 papers used
PQ together with ITC or NB. Most of the studies (n=375) were
related to XR, 19 to video games, 9 to CMC and four to other simu-
lators. Based on the current analysis, 65% (n=257) of the coded
sample included modifications of the analyzed questionnaires
to measure presence in one way or another (there was also one
uncertain case due to vague reporting). Modifications were found
in 192 papers out of 278 with PQ, 39 out of 88 papers with ITC
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TABLE 4. The coding criteria.

Covidence ID

List the CrossReference ID on Covidence: #lDNumber

DOI List the DOI of the paper

Title List the Title of Paper

Year List the Year of when the paper is published

Media type Listis it ‘VR, XR, Video Games, Medicated Communication, etc’

The scale

Modification and How

Reason for modification

How many questions are used?
Paraphased

Internal consistency of the whole scale
Re-validation, e.g. Factor analysis
Results/details of revalidation

Other presence scales used (citation)
Other measures of presence used

List all the scales used in the paper

List if and how the modification is reported

List the justification for the modification, if reported

List amount of questions used from the scale

List which parts are paraphrased and why

List how the scale is administered, and reported

List if any re-validated is completed

List the results and details of revalidations. For example, constructs
List any other presence scales that are used

List other (non-questionnaire) measures of presence used

- Original scales - Modified scales
40

30

20

10

0

2005 2010 2015 2020
FIGURE 2. Distribution of papers across years.

and 25 out of 28 papers with NB. See Figure 2 for the distributions
across years.

4.1 Forms of And Reasons for Modifications

Most of the time, the number of questions or questionnaire items
was modified (n=151), which includes six papers where authors
added extra questions. In 145 cases, authors reported a reduced
number of questions (this excludes the cases where studies
used separate unmodified sub-scales of the questionnaires).
This includes papers where modifications were not directly
addressed but were evidenced in tables or annexes. Notably, in
48 cases, the authors did not report any details; they only used
‘shortened’ or ‘reduced’ versions of the given questionnaire(s). In
63 papers, authors reported only the number of the items used
from the original scales, but only in 34 cases were these items
specified. For example, only the items related to certain concepts
or phenomena, such as haptics or realism, were used. Any number
of the scale items could have been used (sometimes studies used
1-2 items, which could have been combined with items from
other questionnaires). On average, when reported, studies in our
sample used 15 items out of the original 32 from the PQ and 22.7
items out of the original 43 from the ITC. BN included multiple
scales, which complicated the calculation of the average used
item number. Overall, 86 papers did not include any details of
modifications besides that the questionnaires were ‘adapted,
‘revised,’” ‘based on, ‘modified,” ‘derived from, ‘inspired by’ or
‘culled from’ the original questionnaires. Eight studies reported
that they reworded (generally or specifically) questions; 11 studies
reported translating original questionnaires.

Only 89 (35%) of the papers that reported modifications pro-
vided any reasons or justification for the modifications. Among
those with the reasons specified, the most frequent explanation
was that specific subsets of the questionnaires were excluded
because they were deemed irrelevant to the studied context or
media (n=57). For example, in 20 cases, items related to sound or
haptics were removed as they were unrelated to the experience
being evaluated or because their Virtual Environments (VEs) did
not provide these features and did not allow direct manipulation.
One study, in addition to the auditory and haptic items, excluded
items on the interface quality, because these items were less
relevant to the visual experiences of viewers [the focus of their
study]. In addition, four studies excluded items about interac-
tion with VE, because their systems did not involve this feature.
Overall, fifteen of the studies with modifications only generally
stated that not all items were ‘relevant,” ‘applicable’ or ‘useful’ to
their studies’ scope, context or focus. Sixteen papers specified the
context, for instance, video games, virtual reality therapy or odour
focus. Only twenty-six studies (mostly using the PQ) gave specific
details on which factors/items were irrelevant.

The second major reason for modifications was the length
of the questionnaires. Some researchers reduced the number of
questions to be able to use multiple measures to avoid fatigue
among participants, or simply because they wished to keep it
short. Six papers only used questionnaire items that contributed
to the reliability of the scale. In other cases, some items were cut
from the original questionnaires because of precedent; that is,
questions were excluded in previous studies or had overlaps with
the other used questionnaires.

Arguably, the most justifiable reason for modifications was
to cater to specific groups of participants to improve compre-
hension of the question items (n=11). In particular, 3 studies
paraphrased original questionnaires so that children or students
can understand them. Eight studies translated questionnaires
for their respective non-English speaker participant pool. How-
ever, although justified, modifications predominantly lacked re-
validations.

4.2 Statistics Reporting

Only 72 studies (28% of the total sample) calculated and reported
the internal consistency of the modified scales: 63 of them
reported high reliability, and 9 reported low-reliability scores,
where 0.8 Cronbach’s alpha was considered a high level of scale
reliability. Only 14 papers of the total sample (5%) re-validated
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their modified scales. Six of these did not report any statistics or
details, only stating that they re-validated scales. Eight of them
reported assessing validity via various statistical methods.

4.3 Use of Other Measures

Out of our sample, 68 studies used at least one extra pres-
ence scale: this includes papers without modified scales (n=21)
and with modifications of one of the analyzed scales (n=47).
As additional measures besides our analyzed questionnaires, the
SUS questionnaire (Usoh et al., 2000) was the most frequently used
one (n=12). Twenty-eight papers used other presence measures
than questionnaires as an extra measure (12 without modifi-
cations; 17 with modifications of the analyzed scales). These
methods involved structured or semi-structured interviews (n=9),
behavioural measures (n=6), tasks and physiological measures.
In terms of physiological measures, three studies used heart
rate (HR), three electroencephalogram (EEG) and two electro-
dermal activity (EDA). Also, two studies used a combination of
behavioural and physiological measures and three used a com-
bination of different physiological measures.

Only twenty-four papers motivated the use of other measure-
ments. Behavioural and physiological measures were contrasted
to questionnaires as more objective measures of presence. They
also used these objective measures to triangulate, cross-examine
or validate subjective measures, arguing that one questionnaire
may not be enough to process presence. Other studies used objec-
tive measures to avoid subjective biases or inherent problems,
such as anchoring effects, imprecise memories and the inability
to describe the subjective variations of presence. Interviews were
used for the in-depth explanation of the participants’ experi-
ences that questionnaires could not offer. Overall, ‘the inclu-
sion of multiple measures, such as including an objective cor-
roborative measure (e.g. incorporating a behavioural measure)
in conjunction with a post-immersion questionnaire, could pro-
vide additional confidence in questionnaire results’ (Felton &
Jackson, 2022).

The use of additional questionnaires was rarely motivated
(n=6). The authors of four of these papers reported using
additional shorter questionnaires because they could have used
them as in-session measures during the experiments. One study
used multiple presence questionnaires to compare them, and
another did it because, as the authors claimed, no one had done
it before.

5 DISCUSSION

Questionnaires are widely adopted (Bisogni et al., 2021) and rec-
ognized methods to measure presence, although their validity is
questioned in research (Lee et al., 2013,p. 551]. As our findings
show, there are concerns about their reliability as well. In the
following subsections, we discuss the most important method-
ological issues in the analyzed presence studies and describe the
future directions to advance presence scholarship.

5.1 Key Findings

5.1.1 The Range of Modifications

Our results revealed that presence questionnaires are not consis-
tently used in a standardized manner. They frequently undergo
reduction, revision, paraphrasing or other modifications. While
there are some commonalities in these changes, they remain
quite diverse, and the reported reasons for these modifications
vary widely. This raises the question of whether we can consider
presence questionnaires as de facto standardized. We argue that,
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given the current state of the art, presence questionnaires are
not valid and reliable measures of presence. This is especially
true if we consider presence as a highly contextual and subjec-
tive psychological state that is dependent on specific content,
perceived affordances of a given technology and personal fac-
tors. Consequently, the current approach to operationalizing and
assessing presence is ineffective. This disagreement exemplifies
a fundamental issue in the presence research: primarily the lack
of a universally accepted definition and measurement tool for
presence. Presence is a complex construct encompassing not just
the feeling of being physically located within the virtual environ-
ment (VE) but also a sense of self-extension into the virtual world
and the perception of social interaction with others (Lessiter et al.,
2001, Nowak & Biocca, 2003, Witmer & Singer, 1998). The current
state of presence measurement tools often struggle to capture
these multifaceted aspects.

In addition, while Lessiter et al. (Lessiter et al., 2001) suggested
thatitis acceptable to use separate subscales of the ITC. However,
many scholars have framed the subscale of the ‘sense of physical
space’ as ‘spatial presence.’ In doing so, they argued that only
this subscale measures presence, which contradicts the original
authors’ intentions for the ITC that was designed to assess dif-
ferent factors of presence, including but not limited to the ‘sense
of physical space.” This represents an uncertain state of presence
measures and a major confusion regarding what scholars con-
sider presence.

5.1.2 The Reasoning Behind Modifications

While translating or adapting questionnaires for certain target
demographics (e.g. children) are justifiable modifications, these
were rare in our sample (n=11). Rather, most reported modifi-
cations were related to the specific use cases and technologies
examined in the studies. Although adapting questionnaires for
specific technologies or content is common practice, there is no
evidence that technological advancements would drive modifi-
cations. Contrary to what one might expect with technological
developments, the major reason for reducing the number of ques-
tionnaire items was due to the limitations of a given technology
or stimuli used in particular studies, such as haptics or audio. In
these cases, researchers often treated certain items as ‘optional.’
However, some presence scholars argue that all these sensory
cues are integral parts and strong indicators of the sensation
of presence in certain media (e.g. VR) (Witmer & Singer, 1998),
suggesting that these elements should also be reflected in the
questionnaires. If these sensory cues and features are essential
to the sense of presence, items representing them cannot be
omitted. As a result, the absence of these elements indicates a
weaker sense of presence in the evaluated technological context.
Sometimes, researchers recognize that their modifications affect
the validity of the measurements. However, they still modify them
as the original measure is not relevant enough to their conditions
(Price & Anderson, 2007).

There is evidence that presence questionnaires, such as the PQ,
do not measure presence itself but rather its factors (Nannipieri,
2022), which may vary widely or be minimal during a media
experience to induce presence. Consequently, it is reasonable to
suggest that presence questionnaires cannot capture an overall
presence sensation based on these factors. This includes the
most basic features, such as 360-degree view. For instance, some
items in the Ingroup Presence Questionnaire (Schubert et al., 2001)
ask about the feeling of ‘being surrounded,” which specifically
targets the use of head-mounted displays (HMDs) and cannot
be compared with other media conditions, such as flat-screen.
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This is problematic because presence is not confined to HMD
use. Therefore, any comparisons between immersive conditions
made using such questionnaires lack validity. Given their variety
and issues, we argue that presence questionnaires cannot be
standardized, as presence heavily depends on specific affordances
that each study design involves. In other words, it depends on
specific aspects that are simulated and/or mediated.

5.1.3 The Use of Multiple Presence Measures

Many studies in our sample used more than one presence mea-
sure, whether it was another questionnaire or a different tool,
such as physiological or behavioural measures. When using mul-
tiple measures, some studies reduced the number of items to
avoid lengthy questionnaires and biases due to fatigue. However,
given the diversity of different questionnaires, we argue it is more
reasonable to use a shorter, validated measure or fewer measures
overall instead of modifying existing ones. Another question-
able practice is the blending of several questionnaires, which
was common in studies that used multiple scales. This practice
raises concerns as these questionnaires often rely on distinct
conceptualizations. While a few studies explained the necessity
of using several presence scales simultaneously, it appears that
researchers were unsure about the capability of these measures
to capture presence on their own. It is possible that certain
questionnaires measure only one side of presence (if any at
all). This uncertainty also led them to use additional measures,
such as physiological tools or interviews, to validate or explain
questionnaire results. At this stage of questionnaire development,
employing different forms of measurement seems to be the most
reasonable approach.

5.2 Issues of and Impact on Presence Research
5.2.1 The Outcomes of Modifications

Questionnaires are frequently used in real-life dynamic contexts
as both technology and human that uses it evolve over time. Since
no single questionnaire can fit all (emerging) situations, they
often need modifications or complementary methods to mea-
sure specific mediated contexts, technologies and experiences.
However, our results indicate that the adaptation of existing
scales often lacks justification or detailed explanations (such as
disclosing the exact items used) and re-validation. This is partic-
ularly concerning because modifying questionnaires—originally
developed and validated for specific user-experience aspects—
raises validity concerns and can yield inaccurate or unreliable
results. These modifications also create comparability issues,
making it difficult to compare results across studies and affecting
the consistency required to build cumulative knowledge. Unex-
plained alterations to the original scales impact not only the
scale’s reliability and consistency but also introduce uncertainty
in result interpretations and challenge the replicability of pres-
ence studies (Clark & Watson, 2019). While re-validations of the
existing scales require large samples, it does not mean they
should be neglected. If an existing validated measure cannot be
used in its original form or re-validated when modified, it should
not be used. Instead, researchers can explore other presence
measures.

5.2.2 The Reporting Problem

Our results demonstrate that studies measuring presence often
lack clarity in reporting, which may account for text length limi-
tations, brevity or incorrect practices passed down to researchers
in different career stages. Despite these reasons, it is challenging
to evaluate the studies’ methodological choices systematically.

Frequently, the necessity of the modifications was left unreported,
and descriptions of scale modifications lacked detail. In such cir-
cumstances, understanding what variable is measured and why
it is measured in a certain way becomes difficult. As discussed in
the limitations section, it is possible that there are studies that
modified presence questionnaires that remain undetected due to
incomplete reporting.

5.2.3 The Impact Problem

Many analyzed papers used modified presence scales without
validating them. This raises concerns, as these studies, despite
potential inaccuracies, have been widely cited, potentially per-
petuating misconceptions about presence within the field. The
issue is further amplified by the fact that this practice isn’t
recent (encompassing studies from 2003 to 2023). Subsequent
research has often relied on these inadequately validated works
as a foundation for further studies and theoretical development.
This creates a snowball effect, perpetuating confusion about the
fundamental aspects of presence, which is already vague and
complicated. Ultimately, these studies normalize invalid modi-
fications and encourage the non-standardized use of question-
naires in any field of scholarship.

5.3 Possible Solutions

In the following, we provide a set of suggestions to formulate a
more structured approach to presence research. Following these
points, researchers can determine the ways in which they can
appropriately use presence questionnaires, improving the validity
and reliability of presence assessments.

5.3.1 Validation Based on Common Conceptualization

Currently, there are multiple and dissimilar presence question-
naires that are supposed to measure the psychological state of
presence. However, definitions of and approaches to presence are
also quite diverse in research. Even if we reject the approach to
measuring presence based on its factors, there is still uncertainty
over the conceptualization of presence, which complicates the
development of measurements. As noted in one of the analyzed
studies, ‘we as researchers need to explicate better and opera-
tionalize the concept of presence. While the scale used in this
study has been employed by several other studies, it still may
not capture the true essence of presence’ (Nicovich, 2010,p.617].
Once the presence community together agrees upon a general
understanding of what presence (not just in VR) is, then it would
be possible to develop new measurements that measure the same
construct, which may or may not include questionnaires.

5.3.2 Multiple And Diverse Measures

As a temporary solution, it is reasonable to combine presence
measurements. Currently, presence studies demonstrate thatitis
impossible to accurately assess presence with a single question-
naire. While using questionnaires is an easy solution, there should
be more research that develops other measures and does not rely
on self-report scales. Other forms of presence measures, such as
interviews or behavioural tasks, may give researchers a different
perspective regarding presence experiences and, what is more
important, real-time metrics that are necessary to capture the
discontinuous state of the sense of presence. Real-time metrics
are more reliable and consistent compared to post-test evaluation
(Kober et al., 2012).

At the same time, interviews can offer a less standardized yet
insightful exploration of different facets of presence experiences.
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This is particularly helpful in experiences characterized by vari-
ability in expressiveness and descriptiveness. We could gain a
deeper understanding with these other measurements (Turner &
Turner, 2006). Thus, while behavioural measures may dominate
in testing presence, qualitative research methods can uncover
nuanced aspects of presence (Laarni et al., 2015). Ultimately, self-
report questionnaires remain irreplaceable for measuring individ-
ual factors of presence and control variables.

5.3.3 Suggestions to Researchers

For researchers unfamiliar with presence scholarship and
its issues, we recommend reviewing multiple studies and
approaches, including meta-reviews, to understand better
whether there is any agreement regarding constructs and the
related measurements. There is no such agreement in the
presence studies. While we suggest using multiple measures of
presence if using a questionnaire is the only option, it should be
used in its validated original form or re-validated if modifications
are made.

When reporting modifications to measurement scales,
researchers should provide comprehensive details to ensure
transparency and rigor. This includes clearly identifying the
specific measurement scale(s) used and explaining why those
particular scales were chosen in relation to the theoretical
constructs and research context. Any modifications to the scale,
such as additions, deletions or wording changes, should be
detailed, along with the rationale behind these changes. It is
essential to assess the reliability and validity of the modified
scale by reporting statistics such as Cronbach’s alpha for internal
consistency, content validity to ensure the changes do not alter
the construct’s meaning, and exploratory factor analysis (EFA) to
evaluate the stability of the scale’s structure and dimensions.
Confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) should also be used to
confirm the stability of the scale’s dimensional structure. If
possible, researchers should estimate the internal, external and
nomological validity of the modified scale to demonstrate its
relevance and generalizability. Providing these details will ensure
that the modifications are rigorously evaluated and appropriately
interpreted.

This will improve the validity of their changes and clarify their
research objectives. To enhance clarity, we recommend that the
authors consolidate all methodological information in the Meth-
ods section to avoid dispersing methodological choices through-
out the paper and disclose the details of the questionnaire items
in an appendix or open-access repository.

5.4 Limitations

In our study, we focused on three scales chosen for their sig-
nificant impact, as evidenced by existing research and citation
numbers. These scales can capture the landscape of presence
scholarship. However, we acknowledge that this representation is
still partial. While there still may be exceptions among presence
questionnaires, widely used questionnaires often exhibit varia-
tions in their application. We did not explore the alterations in
scaling, representing a potential methodological gap. Additionally,
we did not scrutinize how well presence concepts in studies
aligned with the chosen measurements. This aspect warrants
exploration in future research. Also, in cases where authors did
not report changes, we assumed the use of the original scale. This
approach enhanced objectivity in our analysis but constrained
our understanding of the full scope of methodological flaws in
presence studies.
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During screening, we did not consider studies as presence
studies if they did not conceptualize presence or if they used the
scales to measure other constructs than presence—these papers
were excluded from the sample. During coding, we had to exclude
64 papers, which happened for a few reasons. While some of
the papers were included by technical mistake, since they were
not filtered during the search and screening phases, researchers
also lost access to some of the papers in the span of 10 months.
Finally, we had to exclude papers because they were not screened
properly. This probably happened due to the lack of full re-training
of the coding team within a 10-month period, which is necessary
because coders can forget some of the criteria in the long-term
coding process.

5.5 Future Directions

In the future, we can evaluate the impact of the studies that
improperly use presence questionnaires. We can possibly track
the connections between them to see how much they contribute
to the ongoing issues. We can also look into how modified mea-
sures of presence correspond with the conceptualizations of pres-
ence. Many times, in our sample, presence was not properly
defined and/or related to other variables. As a result, we urge
scholars to look for a more precise conceptualization of presence
(across technologies and presence types).

6 CONCLUSION

Our study highlights critical methodological issues in the use
of presence questionnaires within empirical research. Frequent
modifications to these questionnaires include item reduction and
paraphrasing. When done without proper re-validation, these
changes raise serious concerns about their validity and relia-
bility. These change are often made without clear justification.
This practice undermines the comparability and consistency of
presence measurements, which leads to potential inaccuracies
in research findings. We emphasize the importance of a uni-
fied conceptual understanding of presence, as the current diver-
sity in definitions further complicates the development of stan-
dardized measurement tools. Additionally, our findings suggest
that combining multiple measures, including quantitative and
qualitative approaches, can enhance the robustness of presence
assessments. Researchers should prioritize using validated ques-
tionnaires in their original forms or ensure rigorous re-validation
when modifications are necessary. To improve transparency and
replicability, detailed methodological reporting is crucial. Our rec-
ommendations aim to guide future research towards more precise
and reliable measurements of presence, ultimately contributing
to a clearer and more cohesive body of knowledge in the field.
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APPENDIX
Excluded from search subject areas

Mathematics, dentistry, business, economics and natural sci-
ences, such as physics, astronomy, materials science, environ-
mental science, agricultural and biological sciences, biochemistry,
genetics and molecular biology, energy, chemistry, earth and
planetary sciences, chemistry and pharmacology, toxicology,
pharmaceutics, immunology and microbiology.

Three Scales items

The three scales we employed are those developed by Wit-
mer and Singer (Witmer & Singer, 1998), Nowak and Biocca
(Nowak & Biocca, 2003) and Lessiter et al. (Lessiter et al., 2001).
We include the items and/or subscales within those scales used
in our analysis (original, not modified/adapted questionnaires in
English).

Witmer and Singer, 1998 (Witmer & Singer,
1998)

This questionnaire is administered on a 7-point Likert scale (1 =
not at all, 7 = very much).

1) Involvement/Control Sub-scale

a) To what degree do you feel that you were able to control
events?

b) How responsive was the environment to actions that
you initiated (or performed)?

c) How much did the visual aspects of the environment
involve you?

d) How compelling was your sense of objects moving
through space?
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e) To what degree were you able to anticipate what
would happen next in response to the actions that you
performed?

f) How completely were you able to actively survey or
search the environment using vision?

g) How compelling was your sense of moving around inside
the virtual environment?

h) How involved were you in the virtual environment
experience?

1) How much delay did you experience between your
actions and expected outcomes?

j) How quickly did you adjust to the virtual environment
experience?

k) How proficient in moving and interacting with the
virtual environment did you feel at the end of the
experience?

1) Were you involved in the experimental task to the extent
that you lost track of time?

2) Natural Sub-scale

a) How natural did your interactions with the environment
seem?

b) How natural was the mechanism which controlled
movement through the environment?

c) To what degree did your experiences in the virtual
environment seem consistent with your real world
experiences?

3) Auditory Sub-scale

a) How much did the auditory aspects of the environment
involve you?

b) How well could you identify sounds?

c) How well could you localize sounds?

4) Haptic Sub-scale

a) Towhat extent were you able to actively survey or search
the virtual environment using touch?

b) Were you able to move or manipulate objects in the
virtual environment?

5) Resolution Sub-scale

a) How closely were you able to examine objects?

b) Were you able to examine objects from multiple
viewpoints?

6) Interface Quality Sub-scale

a) To what extent did the visual display quality interfere or
distract you from performing assigned tasks or required
activities?

b) To what extent did the control devices interfere with
the performance of assigned tasks or with other
activities?

c) How well could you concentrate on the assigned tasks or
required activities rather than on the mechanisms used
to perform those tasks or activities?

7) Undetermined

a) How completely were all of your senses engaged?

b) How aware were you of events occurring in the real
world around you?

c) How aware were you of your display and control
devices?

d) To what degree did you experience disconnects or incon-
sistencies between the information coming from your
various senses?

e) To what degree did you feel confused or disoriented at
the beginning of breaks or at the end of the experimental
session?

f) Was the control mechanism distracting?
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g) Did you learn new techniques that enabled you to
improve your performance?

Nowak and Biocca, 2003 (Nowak & Biocca,
2003)

This questionnaire is administered on 5-point Likert scale (1 = not
atall, 5 = very much)

Self-reported copresence

1) I did not want a deeper relationship with my interaction
partner.

2) I wanted to maintain a sense of distance between us.

3) I was unwilling to share personal information with my inter-
action partner.

4) I wanted to make the conversation more intimate.

5) I tried to create a sense of closeness between us.

6) I was interested in talking to my interaction partner.

Perceived Other’s copresence

1) My interaction partner was intensely involved in our
interaction.

2) My interaction partner seemed to and our interaction
stimulating.

3) My interaction partner communicated coldness rather than
warmth.

4) My interaction partner created a sense of distance between
us.

5) My interaction partner seemed detached during our
interaction.

6) My interaction partner was unwilling to share personal infor-
mation with me.

7) My interaction partner made our conversation seem

intimate.

8) My interaction partner created a sense of distance between
us.

9) My interaction partner created a sense of closeness
between us.

10) My interaction partner acted bored by our conversation.

11) My interaction partner was interested in talking to me.
12) My interaction partner showed enthusiasm while talking
to me.

Telepresence scale

1) How involving was the experience?

2) How intense was the experience?

3) To what extent did you feel like you were inside the environ-
ment you saw/heard?

4) To what extent did you feel immersed in the environment
you saw/heard?

5) To what extent did you feel surrounded by the environment
you saw/heard?

Social presence

1) To what extent did you feel able to assess your partner’s
reactions to what you said?—Able to assess reactions, not
able to assess reactions.

2) To what extent was this like a face-to-face meeting? —A lot
like face to face, not like face to face at all.

3) Sliding scale To what extent was this like you were in the
same room with your partner?—A lot like being in the same
room, not like being in the same room at all.

4) To what extent did your partner seem ‘real’?—Very real, not
real at all.

5) How likely is it that you would choose to use this system of
interaction for a meeting in which you wanted to persuade
others of something? — Very likely, not likely at all.

6) To what extent did you feel you could get to know someone
that you met only through this system? —Very well, not
atall.

Lessiter et al., 2001 (Lessiter et al., 2001)

ITC SOPI is not publicly available, and we cannot distribute its
items due to the copyright. Hence we report the subscales of ITC
SOPI:

¢ Sense of Physical Space (19 items)

e Engagement (13 items)

¢ Ecological Validity / Naturalness (5 items)
¢ Negative effects (6 items)
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